Andrews University

Digital Commons @ Andrews University
Dissertations

Graduate Research

2012

God and Integrity: a Case Study of Walter C. Kaiser Jr. and
Norman L. Geisler
Augustin Tchamba
Andrews University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/dissertations
Part of the Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons

Recommended Citation
Tchamba, Augustin, "God and Integrity: a Case Study of Walter C. Kaiser Jr. and Norman L. Geisler"
(2012). Dissertations. 153.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/dissertations/153

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Research at Digital Commons @
Andrews University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital
Commons @ Andrews University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.

ABSTRACT

GOD AND INTEGRITY: A CASE STUDY OF WALTER C. KAISER JR.
AND NORMAN L. GEISLER

by
Augustin Tchamba

Adviser: Miroslav M. Kiš

ABSTRACT OF GRADUATE STUDENT RESEARCH
Dissertation
Andrews University
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary

Title: GOD AND INTEGRITY: A CASE STUDY OF WALTER C. KAISER JR. AND
NORMAN L. GEISLER
Name of researcher: Augustin Tchamba
Name and degree of faculty adviser: Miroslav M. Kiš, Ph.D.
Date completed: April 2012
The God of the Bible is sometimes portrayed as using and condoning deceit to
achieve His purpose, especially when human life is at stake. Two evangelical scholars,
Walter C. Kaiser Jr. and Norman L. Geisler, with a shared theological heritage, differ in
their interpretation of Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:1-7 that addresses the ethical issue of
lying to save life.
This dissertation not only refutes the claim that God uses and condones the use of
deceit to achieve His purpose, but also clarifies biblical argument for His integrity. The
study provides answers to a number of questions. First, what causes divergent
interpretations in the work of Kaiser and Geisler? Second, is it ever right to lie in order to
save life? Third, does the God of the Bible who claims not to lie use or condone lies in

any form? A biblical, theological, and philosophical inquiry is conducted in order to
establish the biblical teachings on God’s character.
In the first chapter, a historical survey displays the intensity of two opposing
views and shows how scholars have pondered the moral issue of lying in general and
lying to save life in particular.
In order to explain the underlying reasons for these two divergent views on the
issue of lying as implied in Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:1-7, the second chapter determines
the meaning of the word integrity in the Bible. After an overview of terms in both
Testaments, the Hebrew word ~ymiT' and the Greek word te,leioj, as related to God, His
actions and/or attributes, are analyzed contextually, exegetically, and semantically. This
chapter establishes that the word ~ymiT' means “without blemish or spotless” when it is
applied to sacrificial animals, and means “whole, sound, healthful, flawless” when
applied to God. The chapter thus concludes that God’s integrity is flawless.
The third chapter extends the analytical scope of the word ~ymiT' to certain
attributes of God. A systematic analysis of the attributes of truthfulness, trustworthiness,
holiness, and mercy are done both biblically and theologically. The analysis of these
attributes together with the exegetical study of the word ~ymiT' confirms that the God of the
Bible is a being of integrity.
The fourth chapter makes available the reasons for both scholars’ divergent
interpretations by providing a report of their presuppositions, hermeneutical principles,
and interpretations of the two texts under consideration. This report identifies the
different presuppositions and hermeneutical principles at the genesis of their
understanding of the texts.

The first part of chapter five presents an exegetical study of Exod 15-22 and Josh
2:1-7 and the second part critically analyzes both Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions
and hermeneutical principles. The assessment focuses on internal consistency and
consistency with the biblical material. As their divergent views became more and more
apparent and evident, this study concludes and posits that God is the being of integrity in
whom there is no lie. He, consequently, does not use deceit to achieve His purpose.
Accordingly, any attempt to use dishonesty or deceit to achieve one’s purpose is
biblically unwarranted. Kaiser’s and Geisler’s different interpretations of Exod 1:15-22
and Josh 2:1-7 provide just another example of how hermeneutical principles that are
alien to Scripture may project a different view of God and morality.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Does God lie? If He does, can He still be trusted? The answers to these questions
unfold one’s view of His nature and integrity, and ultimately influence an individual’s
perspective of who He is.
In the introduction of his dissertation titled “The Phenomenology of the Lie in
Biblical Narrative,” Horn Prouser overtly states that God Himself perpetrates blatant acts
of lying and deception and even instructs people to engage deliberately in deceptive
behavior.1 Coincidentally, Gregory H. Harris, by referring to 1 Kgs 22:22; Ezek 14:9; and
Rom 1:18-32, concurs with Prouser when he argues that God uses deception as a means of
judgment against those who reject His truth. Additionally, Harris’s reference to 1 Sam
19:9-17 seems to suggest that deceit receives divine approval when it is necessary to
preserve life or the integrity of life.2
Numerous biblical and theological evidences, as noted throughout this study, have
been employed to challenge the claim that God uses deceit and encourages people to do
so. The claim that God uses deceptive behavior versus the claim of His truthfulness and

1

Ora Horn Prouser, “The Phenomenology of the Lie in Biblical Narrative” (Ph.D. diss., Theological
Seminary of America, 1991), 12.
2

Gregory H. Harris, "Does God Deceive? The Deluding Influence of Second Thessalonians 2:11,"
The Master's Seminary Journal 16, no. 1 (2005): 73-93. According to Rodney L. Bassett, a scriptural
approach to lying suggests that, although generally unacceptable, lying may be justified in the specific case
of lying to gain understanding and, under certain limiting conditions, deception may be an acceptable
methodology for Christian researchers. See more of his arguments in Rodney L. Bassett, "Lying in the
Laboratory: Deception in Human Research from Psychological, Philosophical, and Theological
Perspectives," Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation 34 (December 1992): 201-12.

1

integrity beg for a thorough biblical, theological, and philosophical inquiry in order to
establish the biblical teachings on God’s character. Contra Prouser and Harris, John
Murray argues, “He [Satan] accuses God of deliberate falsehood and deception, that God
has perpetrated a lie. . . . The Tempter openly assails the integrity and veracity of God, in a
word it is the truthfulness of God that is impugned.”3
Because the view of the integrity of God is being challenged, it behooves us to
determine at this preliminary stage the meaning of the word “integrity.”
Working Definition of the Word “Integrity”
Webster defines integrity as a steadfast adherence to a strict moral standard or
possession of moral virtues such as incorruptibility, soundness, and completeness.4 It is a
quality of being that is entire or complete, with sound moral principles of uprightness,
honesty, and sincerity. The etymology of the word relates it to the Latin adjective integer,
which means whole or complete. It further suggests the idea of being unimpaired,
unadulterated, in a genuine state, or in an entire correspondence with an original condition
of purity.5 Integrity is also expressed in doing what one says he/she will do; in other
words, integrity includes keeping one's promises. R. C. Roberts concurs with Webster’s
etymology and adds that a person is said to have integrity if he or she is a complete and

3

John Murray, Principles of Conduct: Aspects of Biblical Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1957), 126.
4

Philip Babcock Gove, ed., Webster's Third New International Dictionary of the English Language,
Unabridged (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, 1993), s.v. "Integrity"; William Allan Neilson, Thomas A.
Knott, and Paul W. Carhart, eds., Webster's New International Dictionary of the English Language
Unabridged, 2nd ed. (Springfield, MA: Merriam, 1959), s.v. "Integrity.”
5

Gove, Webster's Third New International Dictionary, s.v. "Integer.”

2

definite self and has powers to resist disintegration in the face of temptation, suffering,
peer pressure, and other adverse moral influences.6
As noted above, the argument that God condones lying and uses deception as a
means to an end can not be dismissed out of hand. The apostle Peter warns against taking
the understanding of scriptural text for granted when he states that in the Bible there “are
some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also
the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction.”7 The writings of a number of authors
who hold that God lies reveal a paucity of contextual, exegetical, and semantic analysis.8 I
wonder to what extent the genesis of their understanding, presuppositions, and/or
hermeneutical principles contributed to their misinterpretation. Some of the difficult
biblical texts quoted to suggest God’s apparent use of deceit are considered below.
Difficult Passages in Scripture
The assumption that God uses deceit, or lets those who lie get away with it, is
based on, but not limited to, Gen 4:9 (Cain lied to God when asked of his brother’s
whereabouts); Gen 12 and 20 (Abraham lied that Sarah was his sister); Gen 26:7 (Isaac
lied that Rebekah was his sister); Exod 1:15-22 (the midwives lied to Pharaoh about not
killing the Hebrew babies); Josh 2:1-7 (Rahab lied to the king in order to protect the spies
sent to Jericho); Judg 3:19-20 (Ehud lied to Eglon the king of Moab, saying that he had a
message from God); and 1 Sam 16:1-3 (God told Samuel to say that he had come to offer
sacrifice when this was not his primary reason for coming).

6

R. C. Roberts, "Character," New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, ed. David
John Atkinson et al. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 65. For a discussion of the word
“integrity,” see also Cora Diamond, "Integrity," Encyclopedia of Ethics, ed. Lawrence C. Becker and
Charlotte B. Becker (New York: Routledge, 2001), 863-866.
7

See 2 Pet 3:16.

8

The next chapter provides an in-depth study of the contextual, exegetical, and semantic analysis of
some of those difficult biblical texts as related to God, His actions, and/or attributes.

3

Inasmuch as the above texts report the human sinful tendency to lie, prevaricate,
and deceive, a literal reading yields several motives for untruthfulness such as the fear for
one’s life ( Gen 4, 9, and 12) and the desire to safeguard one’s fame recorded (Judg 3:1920). The most serious of these motives is the impulse to save life at the price of a lie as
recorded in Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7.
In his comments on Exod 1 and 1 Sam 16, Prouser confirms the argument that God
uses deceit and recommends others to do so. He states that in biblical narrative, lying was
not considered an absolute moral issue; in fact, deception was rather considered an
acceptable and generally praiseworthy means for the weaker party to succeed against a
stronger power.9
This dissertation focuses on two narratives found in Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7,
not only because they address the issue of lying to save life, but also because of God’s
apparent endorsement of their lies. Some have made this assumption due to the lack of
direct condemnation of their lies. These two episodes figure prominently in discussions of
the biblical teachings on honesty and integrity.
The divergent understanding or interpretation of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 is
not something peculiar to contemporary readers. The interpretation of these two passages
over the centuries still has a great impact on one’s view of the integrity of God. These
differing interpretations leading to divergent views of God’s integrity are examined in
turn.
Historical Survey of the Interpretation
of Exodus 1:15-22 and Joshua 2:1-7
A survey of literature reveals that two different views emerge from the historical
development of the interpretation of Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:1-7. One view holds that

9

Prouser, "Phenomenology," ii.

4

God’s integrity is flexible enough to condone dishonesty under some circumstances; the
other position maintains that God does not lie and that under no circumstance does He
condone lying. I begin this analysis with the former.
While on the one hand the Talmud and the Midrash Rabbah refer to the preceding
texts without commenting on the moral issue of lying to save or protect life, Shmuel
Himelstein contends that any act of lying, even a less serious form such as bearing false
witness or committing perjury, is considered a violation of both a prohibition—”not to lie
to one another” (Lev 19:11)—and a positive precept (Exod 23:7)—”Keep far from false
charge.”10 However, Himelstein further adds that, in order to preserve family harmony,
lying may be permitted.11 Himelstein’s remarks fit the characteristics of the God who does
not lie but is flexible enough to condone lies.
In like manner, although Tertullian does not address the case of Rahab or the
Hebrew midwives, he nevertheless contends that even though God is faultless, He
sometimes condones evil acts.12 Tertullian’s comments present an ambivalent picture of
God.
Similarly, in his moral treatise, On Lying, Augustine follows the same pattern. He

10

Shmuel Himelstein, "Lying," The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion, ed. R. J. Zwi
Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wigoder (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 428.
11

Ibid., 429. He notes the following nine types of lies quoted in Rabbi Yonah ben Abraham:
untruths spoken in the course of business dealing; lying without intending or causing harm; lying with an
eye to some future benefit; deliberate falsification of facts heard; a promise made with the intention of not
keeping it; a promise made and left unfulfilled; causing another to assume that one has done him a favor;
priding oneself on qualities one does not possess; and the undeliberate falsehoods of children. See further
discussions in Nathan Ausubel, "Jewish Concept of Truth," The Book of Jewish Knowledge, ed. Nathan
Ausubel (New York: Crown, 1964), 484-485.
12

Tertullian, “Ad Martyras,” in The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the Writings of the
Fathers Down to A.D. 325, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 3:693.

5

rejects lying in all its forms; he adds that by lying eternal life is lost.13 In his comments on
both Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7, he further contends that God blessed the Hebrew
midwives and Rahab the harlot, not because they lied, but rather because they were
merciful to God’s people. That which was rewarded, he adds, was not their deceit, but
rather their benevolence, benignity of mind, and not the iniquity of their lying.14
Moreover, in his comment on the Psalms, Augustine argues, there is no “substance or
nature opposed to truth. . . . To speak of what is, is to speak the truth; to speak of what is
not, is to tell a lie.” He further states that it was not the actions of the Hebrew midwives,
who told a lie of kindness in order to save the male children from death, that was
praiseworthy, but rather their motives.15
Surprisingly, despite his rejection of all lies, Augustine envisions flexibility on
lying by contending, “There resulteth then from all these this sentence, that a lie which
doth not violate the doctrine of piety, nor piety itself, nor innocence, nor benevolence,
may on behalf of pudicity of body be admitted.” 16 It is this dualistic perception of God
who both condemns and condones lies that this dissertation seeks to clarify.
Thomas Aquinas, one of the most prolific theologians of the medieval period,
follows more or less the Tertullian/Augustinian path. First, he suggests that the midwives
were rewarded, not for their lie, but for their fear of God, and for their goodwill, which led

13

Augustine, "On Lying," A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian
Church, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, trans. H. Browne (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983), 3:462463.
14

Augustine, "To Consentius: Against Lying," A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers
of the Christian Church, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983), 3:495496.
15

Augustine, "Discourse on Psalm 5," St. Augustine on the Psalms, Ancient Christian Writers 29,
ed. Johannes Quasten, trans. Scholastica Hebgin and Felicitas Corrigan (Westminster, MD: Newman, 1960),
1:53-54.
16

Augustine, "On Lying," 475.

6

them to tell a lie. Hence, it is expressly stated: “And because the midwives feared God, He
built them houses.”17 Therefore, the subsequent lie was not meritorious.18 Second,
referring to Augustine’s eight divisions of the lie,19 Aquinas also envisions a flexibility on
lying by suggesting three possible bases for lying as noted in his three divisions of lies: the
humorous lie, in which the fault is lightened when the purpose is good; the useful lie,
intended for another’s advantage or protection; and the pernicious lie, in which the malice
of the lie is worsened when anyone intends by it to injure another.20
While Tertullian, Augustine, and Aquinas present the ambivalent picture of God
who is both truthful and deceitful, Martin Luther emphasizes the flexible God who
condones lies. He calls Rahab’s lie an obliging lie, a lie told to protect and defend those
whom they are seeking or are asking about. He contends that God overlooks this kind of
lie and lets them go unnoticed.21 Martin Luther was reported to have said, “What harm
would it do, if a man told a good strong lie for the sake of the good and for the Christian
Church . . . a lie out of necessity, a useful lie, a helpful lie, such lies would not be against
God, he would accept them.”22

17

Exod 2:21.

18

Thomas Aquinas, "Lying," Virtues of Justice in the Human Community (2a2ae. 101-122), Summa
Theologiae, ed. and trans. Thomas C. O'Brien (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1971), 41:151-155.
19

Ibid., 153, 155. Augustine’s eight types of lies are as follows: lies in religious teaching; lies
serving no one but harming someone; lies working to someone’s advantage by hurting another; lies told for
sheer pleasure of lying and deceiving; lies told with a desire to amuse; lies going against no one, but saving
someone’s money; lies hurting nobody, but saving somebody’s life; lies harming no one, but saving
someone’s purity. See also Augustine, “On Lying,” 475.
20

Aquinas, “Lying,” 155.

21

Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann (Saint Louis, MO:
Concordia, 1958), 5:40-41.
22

Martin Luther as quoted by his secretary in a letter cited by Philipp I and Martin Bucer,
Briefwechsel Landgraf Philipp’s des Grossmüthigen von Hessen mit Bucer, ed. Max Lenz (1880,
Osnabrück: Zeller, 1965), vol. 1, quoted in Uri Gneezy, “Deception: The Role of Consequences,” American
Economic Review 95, no. 1 (2005): 384.
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John W. Haley in his analysis of Exod 1:15-21 concluded that the Hebrew
midwives did tell a lie to avoid the murdering of innocent babies. Of the two evils, he
adds, they chose the lesser. In Rahab’s case, he argues that she could not have been
expected to understand the wrong of falsehood because she was raised in the darkness of
heathenism.23
Helmut Thielicke, while addressing lying in general, goes further by claiming that
we live in an evil world where absolute moral laws sometimes run into inevitable conflict,
which he calls the “collision of duties,” and therefore it is our moral duty to do the lesser
evil, thus breaking the lesser law, and then to plead for mercy. In this regard, we should lie
to save life and then ask for forgiveness for breaking God’s absolute moral law.24 Sissela
Bok, although she does not refer to Rahab’s case, contends that “lying requires a reason
while truth telling does not”; consequently, she concludes that there are some
circumstances which warrant a lie, particularly situations where innocent lives are at stake
and where only a lie can deflect a danger.25 To contend that only a lie could deflect a
danger would mean that morality is not absolute but casuistic. J. I. Packer, in his book The
Ten Commandments, sides with Helmut Thielicke by arguing that an outright lie, like that
of Rahab, may actually be the best way, the least evil, and the truest expression of love to
all parties involved.26 We now turn to the opposing view.

23

John Wesley Haley, An Examination of the Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible (Nashville, TN:
Goodpasture, 1951), 290-291.
24

Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics, ed. William Henry Lazareth (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1966), 1:520-545.
25

Sissela Bok, Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life (New York: Pantheon, 1978), 49-54.

26

James I. Packer, The Ten Commandments (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 1982), 66.
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Contrary to the reference that lying may sometimes be condoned,27 both the
Talmud28 and the Midrash Rabbah29 attribute the blessings of both the midwives and
Rahab to the fear of God. While no comment is made concerning the moral issue of lying,
the tractate Sanhedrin vehemently rejects lying. The following illustrates the argument
against lying in any form:
Raba said: I used to think that at first that there is no truth in the world. Whereupon
one of the Rabbis, by name of R. Tabuth—others say, by name of R. Tabyomi—
who even if he were given all the treasure of the world would not lie, told me that
he once came to a place called Kushta, in which no one ever told lies, and where
no man ever died before his time. Now, he married one of their women, by whom
he had two sons. One day his wife was sitting and washing her hairs, when a
neighbour came and knocked at the door. Thinking to himself that it not be
etiquette [to tell her that his wife was washing herself], he called out, ‘She is not
here.’ [As a punishment for this] his two sons died. Then the people of that town
came to him and questioned him. ‘What is the cause of this?’ So he related to them
what happened. ‘We pray thee,’ they answered, ‘quit this town, and do not incite
Death against us.’30
Clement of Rome, in one of his letters to the Corinthians, argues that Rahab was
saved not for her lie but rather for her faith and hospitality.31 John Calvin takes a similar
route by admitting, “As to the falsehood, we must admit that though it was done for a
good purpose, it was not free from fault. For those who hold what is called a dutiful lie to
be altogether excusable, do not sufficiently consider how precious truth is in the sight of
God. It can never be lawful to lie, because that cannot be right which is contrary to the

27

See Bok, Lying, 49-54.

28

b. Isidore Epstein, “Zebahim,” 5:575.

29

Harry Freedman, “Shemoth,” Midrash Rabbah Exodus, ed. Harry Freedman and Maurice Simon
(New York: Soncino, 1983), 18-21. It is stated that the midwives feared God and did not as the king of
Egypt commanded them.
30

b. Harry Freedman, “Sanhedrin,” 655-656. Admittedly, Shmuel Himelstein remarks on the
Talmud’s condemnation of lying: “Liars cannot behold the glory of God” (Sotah 42a); “Lying is the
equivalent [in severity] of idolatry” (Sanhedrin 92a); “God hates the man who speaks one thing with his
mouth and another with his heart (Pesahim 113b); “The punishment of liars is that they are not believed
when they speak the truth (Sanhedrin 89b). See Himelstein, "Lying," 428-429.
31

Cyril Charles Richardson, ed. and trans., Early Christian Fathers, The Library of Christian
Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1953), 1:49.
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nature of God. On the whole it was the will of God that the spies should be delivered, but
he did not approve of saving their life by falsehood.”32
John Wesley acknowledged that Rahab’s acts were unquestionably sinful, although
in his judgment Rahab thought that an officious lie might not be unlawful.33 In his
commentary on the book of Joshua, C. F. Keil remarks that Rahab’s lie is not to be
justified as a lie of necessity told for a good purpose. Therefore, her falsehood remains a
sinful expedient by which she protected herself and her family.34
In like manner, George W. DeHoff comments that the Bible does not say Rahab
was justified by lying but rather by receiving the messengers and sending them out
another way. She was justified for what she did and not for what she said. Similarly,
concerning Exod 1:15-22, DeHoff notes that God dealt well with the midwives for saving
the children and not for what they told the king.35
George Bush notes that Rahab lived in the midst of a people who where corrupt,
abandoned to sin, and profligate to the highest degree. She had probably never been taught
the evil of lying. But this, he suggests, does not excuse her iniquitous conduct.36 Gleason
L. Archer points out that God did not bless these brave women because they withheld part
of the truth, but rather he blessed them for their willingness to incur personal danger in

32

See John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1957), 1:411-412.
33

John Wesley, Wesley's Notes on the Bible, ed. G. Roger Schoenhals (Grand Rapids, MI: Asbury
Press, 1987), 153.
34

Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, Biblical Commentary on the Old
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1960), 6:34-35.
35

George Washington DeHoff, Alleged Bible Contradictions Explained (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
1951), 157.
36

George Bush, Notes, Critical and Practical, on the Book of Joshua: Designed as a General Help
to Biblical Reading and Instruction, 2nd ed. (New York: Phinney, 1862), 33-35.
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order to save the lives of the innocent babies. Her lie thus meant for her a step of faith.37
Accordingly, David M. Howard remarks that the Bible nowhere condones the lies of the
Hebrew midwives or the deception of Rahab the harlot. Rahab’s sin, he adds, was not only
a lie but also a lack of trust in a God of whom she had just acknowledged as all-powerful.
God judged her by her faith and not by the lie she told.38
Clement of Rome, John Calvin, John Wesley, C. F. Keil, George W. DeHoff,
George Bush, Gleason L. Archer, and David M. Howard represent those who argue that it
is morally wrong to lie in order to save life. Conversely, Tertullian, Augustine of Hippo,
Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, John W. Haley, Helmut Thielicke, Sissela Bok, and J. I.
Packer represent the opposite view.
Although the preceding list is not exhaustive, one observes that two contemporary,
prominent, evangelical scholars, Walter C. Kaiser Jr. and Norman L. Geisler, belong to
opposing views of this issue. Kaiser represents the latter position, and Geisler the former.
Regardless of which view to which one subscribes, these divergent interpretations entail
implications affecting the view of the integrity of God as evidenced in subsequent
chapters. For example, if one subscribes to the view that God approves of lying or shows
some forms of flexibility regarding lying, it would appear that God is inconsistent with
what Scripture teaches about Him.39 On the other hand, if one believes that God rejects
lying in any form, it would not only paint a consistent image of the biblical God, but also,

37

Gleason L. Archer, Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1982), 109,

155.
38

David M. Howard, Joshua, The New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman and
Holman, 1998), 5:104-112.
39

“It is impossible for God to lie” (Heb 6:18); “Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and forever”
(Heb 13:8); “In God there is no change” (Ps 55:19); “There is no variation” (Jas 1:17).
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God would certainly not be, as Lloyd P. Dunaway puts it, “responsible for the presence of
evil.”40
The historical survey above reflects the two divergent schools of interpretation.
This, as Aiken argues, shows that the interpretation and understanding of the biblical texts
are subject to variations based on the underlying assumptions of the interpreter.41
Problem
Two evangelical scholars,42 Walter C. Kaiser Jr. and Norman L. Geisler, differ in
their interpretation of Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:1-7. This raises a first question: Why do
two scholars with a shared theological heritage arrive at such divergent positions when
considering the same biblical passages related to the moral issue of lying to save life?
More important, there seems to be even a more serious conflict. Some
interpretations not only create ethical implications with regard to the view of the integrity

40

Lloyd Philip Dunaway, “Evil as God's Own Problem: A Study of the Theodicies of Karl Barth
and E. S. Brightman” (Ph.D. diss., Baylor University, 1979). He concludes his study by making God
responsible for the presence of evil.
41

Aiken, along with most existentialists, argues that no existential situation can compel one’s
loyalty unless for whatever reason or for no reason at all one chooses to be bound by it. He further argues
that the continual possibility or indifference thus renders the authority of moral rules constantly dependent
upon what an agent elects to be or to do. See Henry David Aiken, Reason and Conduct: New Bearings in
Moral Philosophy (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1978), 86-87. Similarly, Hans-Georg Gadamer submits that
only the subject matter is the determiner of meaning. Furthermore, a text would mean whatever it said to the
mind of the reader, not necessarily what its author meant; for each subsequent audience could read its own
situation into a text, therefore, a text transcends its original circumstances. See Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth
and Method, reprint ed. (New York: Crossroad, 1989), quoted in Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Preaching and
Teaching from the Old Testament: A Guide for the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003), 192-193.
42

Both scholars are listed in the Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism as evangelicals. Balmer describes
Geisler’s theology as conservative and dispensational. See Randall Herbert Balmer, Encyclopedia of
Evangelicalism (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), s.v. "evangelical.” Kaiser identifies
himself as evangelical as he invites non-evangelicals and teachers of religion to renew the dialogue with
evangelical literature. Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Classical Evangelical Essays in Old Testament Interpretation
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1972), 7. Hitchen confirms core evangelical essentials that reflect both scholars’
shared theological heritage. John M. Hitchen, “What It Means to Be an Evangelical Today—an Antipodean
Perspective,” Evangelical Quarterly 76, no. 2 (2004): 100.
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of God Himself, but also a tension within the character of this God who both rejects and
condones lies.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to determine four things: First, what causes divergent
interpretations in the work of Geisler and Kaiser? Second, it is ever right to lie in order to
save life. Third, does the God of the Bible who claims not to lie condone lies in any form?
Fourth, is God a being of integrity?
Justification of the Study
As John McArthur has observed, contemporary society is gradually turning away
from biblical moral standards in favor of expediency or pragmatism.43 Walter C. Kaiser
Jr., reflects this shift when he argues that “most ethicists are moving away from a
deontological and teleological type of moral theory in favor of responsibility and response
type.”44 It is also clear, he adds, that “Scripture is not viewed as supplying the content
(whether propositional or conceptual) for ethical character or decision making. More
popularly it is viewed as presenting a set of witnesses (either to the mighty acts of God in
history or to the person of Christ Himself) or a set of images.”45
It seems that the underlying philosophy of new theories of morality is driven by
the premise of accomplishing goals by whatever means necessary. Postmodern ideology46

43

John MacArthur, The Power of Integrity: Building a Life without Compromise (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway, 1997), vii. Moreover, M. E. Alsford and S. E. Alsford suggest that pragmatism represents a
rejection of rational idealism where truth is seen as eternal and one. M. E. Alsford and S. E. Alsford,
“Pragmatism,” New Dictionary of Christian Ethics & Pastoral Theology, ed. David John Atkinson
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 682-683.
44

Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1983), 56.

45

Ibid.

46

Walter Kaiser Jr. calls this prevailing thought the new principle of postmodernism: “I can do
whatever I wish to do as long as I judge that it doesn’t hurt anyone else.” Kaiser, Guide, 175.
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demonstrates indifference to any objective morality by claiming, “My values are my own,
and my experiences are my own.” Because of this indifference, relativism has almost
become a way of life.47 Furthermore, if tolerance is a fundamental principle of the
postmodern society,48 different interpretations of scriptural texts in such a context,
particularly those dealing with moral issues, are equally accepted because of the concept
of the plurality of truths.49 Since relativism and tolerance are key elements in postmodern
society, Kaiser’s and Geisler’s divergent understandings and/or interpretations of Exod
1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 are not considered as mutually exclusive, although they generate
implications that inform one’s view of the integrity of God. God is thus perceived as either
a “laissez faire/flexible” God or as a trustworthy God who does not allow cases or
situations to determine the course of action. Ultimately, God cannot be both at the same
time. Consequently, any serious scholarly attempt to respond to these exegetical, textual,
ethical hermeneutical, and/or moral issues, which affect the view of the integrity of God,
is of significant value.

Postmodernism seems to assume that we can be our own authorities and our own judges for everything,
including faith and morals. See ibid., 175.
47

Denis McCallum, The Death of the Truth (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany, 1996), 16-44. In an
attempt to explain the challenges of postmodernism, this author notes that one of its identifying marks is that
“reality is in the mind of the beholder.” He further notes that, in postmodernism, one should never criticize
someone’s culture or question an individual’s moral decisions because all views deserve equal respect.
Similarly, Christopher J. H. Wright notes that in an age of moral relativism dominated by popular culture ‘if
it feels OK and nobody gets hurt, who can say it’s wrong?’ to the more sophisticated forms of subjectivism,
existentialism, situationism and utilitarian consequentialism, the common dogma is that there is no
transcendent authority by which absolute right or wrong, good and evil, can be determined a priori.
Consequently, morality is relative. Against this climate of moral relativism he srgues, Christians affirm the
authority of Scripture. See Christopher J. H. Wright, Walking in the Ways of the Lord: The Ethical Authority
of the Old Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 48.
48

Ibid., 1-14.

49

As Walter Kaiser points out, the present flirtation with pluralism stresses the legitimacy of every
one being right at the same time, while holding contradictory conclusions on the same subjects. Kaiser,
Guide, 177.
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Theologians and ethicists have certainly addressed questions having to do with
difficult texts of the Bible; however, as far as can be ascertained, no one has undertaken a
systematic study of those texts used by Kaiser and Geisler, which are related to the moral
issues of lying in order to save life.
Scope and Delimitations
This dissertation seeks to determine whether God, whose integrity is challenged by
different conclusions on the interpretation of Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:1-7 concerning the
morality of lying to save life, is a being of integrity. Consequently, three delimitations are
necessary:
1. This research focuses only on two passages of Scripture for at least two
reasons: the first reason is that they have received very ample attention from scholars, and
secondly because they both relate to saving life by lying.
2. The use of presuppositions and hermeneutical principles that are alien to
Scripture challenged the view of the integrity of God. In this regard, since one of the main
thrusts of this research is to determine whether God is a being of integrity, contextual,
exegetical, and semantic analysis of the root ~mt in the Old Testament, its derivatives, and
translated forms in the LXX and the New Testament, will be done exclusively on passages
where it relates to God, His actions, and/or attributes.50
3. It is beyond the scope of this research to provide a critical assessment of all
hermeneutical principles of both Kaiser and Geisler. Consequently, only those

50

The root word ~mt, its derivatives, and translated forms in the LXX and New Testament as related
to God, His actions, and/or attributes include the following: (1) ~ymiT' in the Old Testament does apply to
God, His actions, and/or attributes. Therefore, in Deut 32:4 His work is ~ymiT'; in 2 Sam 22:31 and Ps 18:30
His way is ~ymiT'; in Job 37:16 God is ~ymiT' in knowledge; in Ps 19:8 the law of the Lord is ~ymiT'.; in Ps 18:31
His way is ~ymiT'.. (2) Among the translated forms of ~mt in the LXX only three are related to God, His
actions, and/or attributes: namely teleio,thti (Deut32:4), a;mwmoj (2 Sam 22:31; Pss 18:30; 19:7), avlhqei,aj
(Job 36:4). (3) In the New Testament the adjective te,leioj, the translated form of ~mt (Deut 18:13), occurs
in three texts (Matt 5:48, Rom 12:2, and 1 Cor 13:10) as applying to God, His actions, and/or attributes.
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hermeneutical principles deemed to have influenced their interpretation of the two texts
under consideration are considered.
Methodology
This dissertation explores the biblical material, Kaiser’s and Geisler’s resources,
and secondary literature. It reports, analyzes, and critically assesses their presuppositions
and hermeneutical principles at the genesis of their interpretation of the two periscopes
under consideration. In order to determine the reasons for their opposing views, I ask the
following questions:
1. Why do two scholars with a similar theological heritage come to such different
conclusions while addressing the same texts relating to moral issues?
2. What are their theological and/or philosophical presuppositions?
3. What are their textual and hermeneutical principles?
4. How do their theological and/or philosophical presuppositions and their textual
and ethical hermeneutical principles influence their understanding and therefore their
conclusions?
5. Which interpretation appears to be more consistent with the character of God
as revealed in the whole of Scripture?
6. Do concepts such as “a justified lie” and “doing evil for the sake of good” find
support in Scripture?
After the introduction, which outlines the problem, purpose, and justification for
this study, chapter 2 determines and establishes the meaning of the word integrity. While
the first section of this chapter deals with the general concept of integrity in Scripture, the
second deals with the meaning of the word integrity as it relates to God’s actions and/or
attributes. To this effect, the section presents a contextual, exegetical consideration, and
semantic analysis of ~ymiT' “integrity” in the Old Testament (Pentateuch, Prophets and
Writings) and its translated forms in the LXX and in the New Testament.
16

This endeavor further leads to a systematic study of certain aspects of the attributes
of God in chapter 3. This chapter examines certain divine, moral, and relational attributes
of God. Attributes such as trustworthiness, holiness, truthfulness, and mercy and justice
are theologically examined.
As chapters 2 and 3 articulate the biblical concept of the integrity of God, chapter
4 provides a report of Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions, hermeneutical principles,
and interpretation of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7. It further outlines their divergent
views, thus setting the stage for finding the possible causes of their different
interpretations. After such as report, chapter 5 proposes a brief exegetical study of the two
texts to ensure an accurate evaluation of their conclusion on the same texts. The chapter
further discusses the probable causes of their difference by identifying and analyzing
specific principles at the genesis of their interpretation and deemed to have influenced
their conclusions.
Finally, chapter 6 summarizes the findings and indicates why Kaiser and Geisler
diverge in their conclusions even though they share the same theological heritage.
I begin this quest for the integrity of God by establishing a general meaning of the
concept of integrity in Scripture and explore how such a concept specifically relates to
God, His actions, and/or attributes.
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CHAPTER II
MEANING OF THE WORD INTEGRITY IN THE BIBLE
Overview of Terms
Old Testament
In the Old Testament, the concept of integrity is conveyed by the terms ~To, ~T',

~ymiT',1 and hM'Tu. These Hebrew words, derived from the root ~mt, appear 137 times in the
Old Testament.2 Its occurrence in various forms and functions conveys the meaning of
that which is complete, blameless, just, honest, perfect, peaceful, etc.; hence, an attribute
or an attitude that reflects genuineness and reliability.3
The noun ~Too4 expresses the idea of “completeness, fullness, simplicity or
integrity.” The adjective ~T5' depicts “perfection in beauty, wholesomeness, someone
morally innocent, having integrity,” or complete, sound, orderly, normal; thus peaceful,

1

Such as in Exod 26:24.

2

George V. Wigram, The New Englishman’s Hebrew Concordance: Coded to Strong’s
Concordance Numbering System (1997), s.v. “~T,” “~T",” “hM'T,” “hM'T,u ” “~ymiT',” “~ymiT;,” See also Francis
Brown, with S. R. Driver and Charles A. Griggs, The Brown, Driver, Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon
with an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic (BDB) (2003), s.v. "~T." See also Payne J. Barton,
“~mt,” Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, ed. R. Laird Harris, Gleason Leonard Archer, and
Bruce K. Waltke (Chicago: Moody Press, 1981), 973-974. Koch gives detailed statistics of the occurrences
of the root ~mt and its derivatives. K. Koch, “~mt,” Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, ed. Ernst
Jenni and Claus Westermann, trans. Mark E. Biddle (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997), 3:1424-1428.
3

J. P. J. Olivier, “~mt,” New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed.
Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), 4:306.
4

Such as in Lev 25:29; Num 14:33; Deut 2:14; Gen 20:5, 6.

5

Such as in Josh 4:11; Job 1:1; Ps 37:37; Exod 26:24.
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quiet (Gen25:27), pure, blameless (Job 8:20).6 It is used seven times in the book of Job
and four times in other books (Gen 25:27; Prov 29:10; Pss 37:7; 64:4). It designates a
discernible group of people who adhere to the ethos of moral values clearly
distinguishing the God-fearing from the wicked. This group of people is called the
peaceful in Gen 25:27, the blameless in Job 1:8; 2:3; 9:21, the man of integrity in Job
8:20, the guiltless in Job 9:20, 22; Pss 37:37; 64:4; and Prov 29:10, and the upright in Job
1:1.7
The adjective ~ymiT' often indicates that someone or something is intact, perfect,
whole, unobjectionable, free of blemish, blameless.8 When used as a neuter adjective, it
conveys the idea of what is complete, entirely in accord with truth and fact.9 The
feminine noun hM'Tu is found only in the book of Job except for the occurrence in Prov
11:3; it describes the character and quality of a life that is guided by the fear of the Lord
and by the ethical principles of uprightness, honesty, and integrity.10
In the Old Testament the word ~ymiT' as related to God, His actions, and/or
attributes occurs five times (Deut 32:4; 2 Sam 22: 31; Job 37:16, Ps 18:30; and Ps 19:7).

6

William L. Holladay, A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), s.v. “~T'.” See also F. Brown, BDB, s.v. “~T'.”
Ibid, , s.v. “~T,” “~T".” See also F. Brown, BDB, s.v. “~T,” “~T".”

7
8

An example of this usage is found in connection with the burnt offerings of the sacrificial system
in the book of Leviticus. Leviticus 22:21 states that every offering must be without ~ymiT' to be acceptable to
the Lord, meaning “without spot or blemish.” See also Holladay, HALOT, s.v. “~ymiT'”
9

Holladay, HALOT, s.v. “~ymiT'.”

10

Olivier, “~mt,” 4:308.
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Septuagint
In the Septuagint, ~ymiT'o is rendered as teleio,thti,11 avlhqina,12 a;mwmoj,13 and
avlhqei,aj14 in those passages related to God, His actions, and/or attributes. While the first
two and the fourth Greek words do not appear in the New Testament in those forms, the
third one does appear once.15 The masculine noun ~T and the feminine noun hM'Tu are
translated in the LXX as evxanhlw,qh16 and evxanalw/sai,17 meaning “use up or to exhaust.”
Neither of the preceding Greek words appears in the New Testament.18 Alhqino,j, which
means “conform to facts, genuine,” is the LXX translation of the adjective ~T'; it appears
also in both Old and New Testaments.19

11

Lancelot Brenton, The Septuagint Version of the Old Testament with an English Translation and
with Various Readings and Critical Notes (London: Bagster, 1884). Teleio,thti appears only twice (Judg
9:16, 19) and does not appear in the New Testament in this form.
12

See Deut 32:4.

13

See 2 Sam 22:31, Pss 18:30; 19:7.

14

See Job 36:4.

15

See Eph 5:27.

16
Other words translating ~To include but are not limited to plhrwqh/| (Lev 25:29) and avnalwqh
(Num 14:33).
17

Other words include avpw,leia (Prov 11:13) and avkaki,an (Job 31:6) meaning guilelessness.

18

For a complete list of such occurrences, see George Morrish, A Concordance of the Septuagint:
Giving Various Readings from Codices Vaticanus, Alexandrinus, Sinaiticus, and Ephraemi, with an
Appendix of Words from Origin’s Hexapla, etc., Not Found in the Above Manuscripts (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1976), s.v. “evxanali,skw,” “evxanhlw,qh,,” or “evxanalw/sai,.” See Exod 32:12, 33:3, 5; Lev 26:22,
33, 44; Num 14:35; 16:21, 45; 17:12; 25:11; 32:13; Deut 2:15; 5:25; 7:22; 9:4; 28:21, 42; Josh 24:20; Jer
9:16; 10:25; Lam 13:65; Ezek 20:13.
19

Timothy Friberg, Barbara Friberg, and Neva F. Miller, eds., Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2000), s.v. "alhqino,j."
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New Testament
In the New Testament te,leioj20 appears nineteen times in ten different forms.21
Its meaning suggests the idea of “totality,” of someone or something having reached its
end, of completeness or perfection. This, according to Delling, justifies the rendering of
the corresponding Hebrew term ~ymiT'. Thus te,leioj in Matt 5:48 means that the disciples
of Jesus should be “total, complete, undivided,”22 sound, with the stress lying on being
whole, perfect, or intact.23
After this brief general overview of terms, this research narrows to the use of ~ymiT'
as related to God, His actions, and/or attributes.
Terms for Integrity as Related to God, His Actions,
and/or Attributes
The main thrust of this section is to determine the meaning of the word “integrity”
in the Pentateuch, prophets and writings, wisdom literature, Septuagint, and New
Testament. Primacy is given to those instances where it relates to God, His actions,
and/or attributes. Contextual, exegetical, and semantic analysis of the word ~ymiT' in the
Old Testament and its Greek translation in the Septuagint and New Testament will
suffice to establish the meaning of integrity as it relates to God in Scripture.
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Old Testament
Pentateuch: Deuteronomy 32:4
Throughout the Pentateuch the word ~ymiT' is used forty-nine times.24 Of these, it
occurs only once in reference to God, His actions, and/or attributes: Deut 32:4.
Contextual analysis
Hebrew Text: aWh rv”ßy”w> qyDIc; lw<[' !yaeäw> ‘hn”Wma/ laeÛ jP'v
_ .mi wyk'Þr'D>-lk' yKi Al[\P' ~ymiäT'

rWCh;
Translation: “The rock, His work is without fault or blemish, for all his ways are
judgment; a steadfast God with no injustice; righteous and straight is He.”25
Internal evidences26 and Jewish tradition ascribe the authorship of the book of
Deuteronomy to Moses. The summation of the Torah completes the Pentateuch, the
foundation of the Hebrew Bible.27 Although the verdict of liberal scholarship concerning
the authorship of the Pentateuch has been against Mosaic authorship, Gleason L. Archer
exposes the fallacies and weaknesses of the Wellhausian theory which promoted the
documentary hypothesis and assumed multiple authors of the Pentateuch.28 The Mosaic
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authorship functioned theologically within the community to establish the continuity of
faith of successive generations once delivered to Moses at Sinai.29 Mark E. Biddle
remarks that Jesus’ quotation of the shema shows its importance as part of the canon.30
Some commentators suggest that the Greek name of the book as well as the
Hebrew based on Deut 17:18 and Josh 8:32 means “repeated law” or “second law.”31
Conversely, this notion of Deuteronomy as merely a copy or restatement of Exodus has
led to a failure in many circles to appreciate the singular uniqueness and importance of
the book. Instead, Deuteronomy is an amplification and advancement of the covenant text
first articulated to Moses and Israel at Sinai nearly forty years earlier.32
What is most important, Deuteutonomy is a book of reformation, calling Israel to
hear again the word of God and to make a new commitment to Him.33 Eugene H. Merrill
adds that the book reiterates the covenant in a greatly expanded form and in terms
appropriate to a new generation, one that would soon enter a new life experience and
engage in a new realm of responsibility.34 The book is thus an explanation, a reminder,
and a sustained exhortation.35
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The Hebrew version of the Old Testament and most commentators agree that
Deut 32:4 belongs to the pericope extending from vv. 1-6. Similarly, David F. Payne
argues that the concern of Deut 32:1-6 is about God’s exordium, a form of summons,
where He calls heaven and earth to witness as He states His case against Israel. Hence,
the meaning of the adjective ~ymiT' in relation to God becomes vital due to its relatedness
with the nature of God. Deuteronomy 32:1-6 belongs to a larger section known as the
song of Moses, extending from vv. 1 to 52.36 The song functions as a part of the witness
to the renewal of the covenant. When sung by the Israelites, they would bear witness to
their understanding and agreement to the full terms and implications of the covenant.
It could be argued that Deut 32:1-6, which includes the word ~ymiT' under
consideration, fits the general purpose of the book, namely, the reiteration of the covenant
in an expanded form. Therefore, God’s call of heaven and earth as witness against Israel
may be seen as resulting from the overall purpose of the book. The first verse opens the
song by calling upon the heavens and the earth to hear the words that are to be spoken;
the poetic form is that of synonymous parallelism, but the point of reference for this verse
is the earlier mention of heaven and earth as the silent witnesses to the renewal of the
covenant.37“I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before
you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life in order that you may live,
you and your descendants.”38

~ymiT' in Deut 32:4 could thus be understood within the context of a covenant
relationship between Yahweh and His people. Walter Brueggemann reinforces this idea
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when he suggests that Deut 32:4-6 is a preliminary statement as though to tell the jury at
the opening litigation what will be demonstrated for the court during the trial.39 Since the
themes of judgment/compassion flow through Deut 32, then Yahweh as the key defining
player ought to be ~ymiT'.40
Exegetical considerations
Deuteronomy 32:4 belongs to a larger section extending from vv. 1 to 52 and
known among Bible commentators as the song of Moses. According to Daniel Isaac
Block, Deut 32 is a national anthem to keep alive the memory of Yahweh’s grace. In
addition, it is an exordium, a call to acknowledge the perfection of Yahweh.41 Richard
Clifford is of the opinion that this verse42constitutes the climax of a six-verse poem in the
form of a menorah pattern (which is simply a chiastic structure). Christensen summarizes
the pattern as follows:
A
B
C
D
C'
B'
A'

Give ear, O heavens, And let the earth hear the words of my mouth (32:1)
May my teaching drop as the rain (32:2)
The Name of Yahweh I proclaim, I ascribe greatness to our God (32:3)
The Rock–perfect is his work, his ways are just (32:4)
Has Yahweh dealt corruptly with his people? (32:5)
No, his children are a crooked and perverse generation (32:6)
Is this how you repay the father who created and established you?43 (32:7)
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Clifford further suggests that the purpose of Deut 32, which constitutes the song
of Moses, is to convince Israel that the punishment it has undergone for its infidelity is
not the end of the covenant, but that God’s offer of life still holds.44
Gerhard von Rad points out Yahweh’s perfect ways as opposed to Israel’s denial
of God.45 Walter Bruggemann remarks that the song establishes the generosity and
reliability of Yahweh and functions as a great theodicy concerning the history of Israel. 46
The principle of analogy and/or intertextuality, which demands that the word in other
contexts be examined, is very significant in the exegetical process. Thus, ~ymiT' as used
elsewhere becomes necessary in ascertaining its meaning.
The adjective ~ymiT' in Deut 32:4, a masculine singular absolute, describes the way
of Yahweh as perfect. Its position in the Hebrew text Alê[\P' ~ymiT,,' shows its predicate use.
Although occasionally used for God’s insight, as is presently the case, the term is
nevertheless a relational concept elsewhere in the Pentateuch.47 The word rWc literally
means place of security; it thus figuratively refers to God as a support and defense of His
people.48 In Deut 32:4-9, the sharp contrast is drawn between the perfection of God in v.
4 and the imperfection of His people in v. 5. The Lord is described as the rWc. The word
is placed at the beginning of the verse for emphasis and is followed by a series of lines in
the poetic parallelism which systematically elaborates the attributes of God as the rock of
Israel.49 In Ps 95:1, the clause `Wn[e(v.yI rWcl. refers to God as the “rock of our salvation.” In

44

Clifford, Excursus, 168.

45

Gerhard von Rad, Deuteronomy: A Commentary, Old Testament Library, trans. Dorothea Barton
(London: SCM Press, 1966), 196.
46

Brueggemann, Deuteronomy, 277.

47

For example in Exod 12:5; Num 28:19, 31; and 29:8, 13. Gen 6:9; 17:1; Deut 18:13 also refer to
an untroubled human relationship with God. K. Koch, Theological Lexicon, s.v. “~mt.”
48

Holladay, HALOT, s.v. “rWc.”

49

Ibid.

26

Isa 44:8, the word rWc is employed to contrast the permanence of God with the
impermanence of false deities. The word may indicate also the personal aspect of
devotion to the Lord, whose very permanence makes Him the source of absolute truth.
This is expressed in Ps 19:14: “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer.”
Semantic analysis
In order to provide a basic biblical meaning of the word ~ymiT' our quest should
extend to other sections of the Old Testament in general and the Pentateuch in particular.
In this regard, the forty-nine occurrences are examined in turn.50
According to Biddle, ~ymiT' does not connote the platonic notion of abstract
perfection, but the idea of completion, time, wholeness, soundness, innocence, or having
integrity. Nearly every time it is used in the Pentateuch, ~ymiT' occurs as a modifier in
reference to cultic offerings that are acceptable, such as in Exod 12:5. When used to
characterize people, it expresses reliable, proper, healthy relationships such as in Gen 6:9
where Moses, in the account of the flood, reveals that Noah was a righteous and
blameless man, ~ymiT' among the people of his time, one who walked with God.
Furthermore, the term is primarily relational as Yahweh acts with integrity.51 Biddle
further adds that the words in v. 4 are epexegetical because they further exposit the
relational idea that Yahweh is the Rock who acts with blameless integrity.52 The Jewish
Publication Society captures this idea in its translation of Deut 32:4 which reads, “The
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Rock, His work is perfect; for all His ways are justice; a God of faithfulness and without
iniquity, just and right is He.”
Of the forty-nine references to ~ymiT' in the Pentateuch, it occurs twice in Genesis,
four times in Exodus, twenty-two times in Leviticus, nineteen times in Numbers, and
twice in Deuteronomy.
In the two references in Genesis ~ymiT' is rendered as sound, innocent, wholesome,
unimpaired, and having integrity.53 It is further used to indicate the serenity of the
unclouded relationship between God and the righteous.54 In a minority of instances the
adjective ~ymiT' characterized people, as in Gen 17:1 where it refers to an untroubled
human relationship with God.
The masculine adjective ~ymiT' occurs four times in the book of Exodus. Both Exod
12:5 and Exod 29:1 refer to the physical condition of the animal to be offered as a
sacrifice. The animal was to be healthy and without defect or blemish. The other two
occurrences in Exod 26:24 and 36:29 reveal that the frames of the two corners and the
sides of the tabernacles were to be ~ymiT', therefore, well-fitted or without fault.55
Regardless of whether ~ymiT' applied to animals, persons, or abstract things, the quality of
the being or thing being modified by the adjective was to be without blemish or fault.
In Leviticus, all but two of the twenty-two occurrences of ~ymiT' describe the
quality of Israel’s sacrifices, which were to be without blemish, perfect in that respect, so
as to be accepted as a type of Christ, the spotless lamb of God.56 In like manner, the
presentation of an animal that is not ~ymiT' makes the sacrificial acts invalid, even
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harmful.57 Accordingly, Koch suggests that ~ymiT' thus means a verifiable, unobjectionable
physical quality in contrast to a maimed or sick animal.58 Since the criteria were not those
of neutral agriculture, it was strictly related to the cult in the vast majority of instances. 59
While on the one hand the feminine plural form of ~ymiT' occurs in Lev 3:9 to suggest,
according to Ludwig Koehler, that the complete fatty tail was to be unscathed or intact,
the feminine singular form on the other hand occurring in Lev 25:30 conveys the idea of
entirety in the expression of time.60
Just as in Leviticus, the nineteen occurrences of ~ymiT' in Num 6:14 are also related
to the physical quality of animal sacrifice. The animal was to be without fault or free of
blemish to be fully accepted as a sacrifice pleasing to God.61
In the book of Deuteronomy ~ymiT' occurs twice (Deut 8:13 and Deut 32:4) in the
masculine singular form explaining its connectedness to the antecedent. ~ymiT' in Deut
32:4 is the only one in the Pentateuch directly referring to the character and work of God,
whereas in Deut 18:13 God requires Israel to be ~ymiT' or perfect.62 This requirement to be

~ymiT' before Him was in compliance to shun away from child sacrifice, divination, and
magic. Of the thirty-nine references to perfect sacrifices that use ~ymiT' in Exodus and
Leviticus, all of these, in shadow form, point to the perfect spotless character of the Son
of God.
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Accordingly, it is important to note that the leading concept associated to ~ymiT' is
not the one who perseveres in one's work and completes it; rather it involves a process
that has already been accomplished in the thing or the person concerned and, through
imminent necessity, will produce either a good or a bad result.63 This concept is evident
when death or punishment is involved. For example, God predicts that the Israelites’
“sons shall be shepherds for forty years in the wilderness, and they will suffer for your
unfaithfulness, until your corpses lie in the wilderness,”64 in others words, until your
corpses come to an end or decay.
In general ~ymiT' in the Pentateuch means without blemish, without spot or decay.
We continue with its meaning in the prophetic literature.
Prophets: ~ymiT' in 2 Samuel 22:31
In the prophetic books, ~ymiT' occurs once as related to God, His actions, and/or
attributes: 2 Sam 22:31.
Contextual analysis
Hebrew Text: `AB ~ysiîxh
o ; lkoßl. aWhê !gEåm' hp'Wê rc. hw”hy> tr;Ûm.ai AK+r>D; ~ymiäT' laeÞh'
Translation: For God, His way is blameless, the word of the Lord is tested, He is
a shield to all who seek refuge in Him.
The books of 1 and 2 Samuel as known in the Protestant and more recent Jewish
traditions have carried three other titles.65 However, the books originally were one book;
the division into two derives from the Greek and Latin traditions of the text and not
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necessarily the Hebrew.66 Bill T. Arnold thinks that the authors of Samuel are anonymous
because many hands were involved in the writing, compiling, arranging, and editing
processes.67 However, two arguments explain the naming of the book after Samuel; first,
Samuel anointed Saul and David and thus inaugurated the kingdom of Israel, and second,
his prophetic activity exerted an influence on the spirit of Saul’s government as well as
David’s in a continuation and completion of the reformation of the Israelite theocracy
that he began in obedience to God’s command.68
While the content of the books of Samuel reflects the historical development of
Israel’s theocracy from the end of the period of the judges to near the end of the
government of King David,69 Robert D. Bergen argues for a multifaceted function and
purpose of the books. Consequently, the function is understood to be a historical work, a
literary art, an apologetic literature, a theological treatise, and Holy Scripture used in the
Jewish and Christian faith.70 Although many purposes may have helped shape the books,
one overriding purpose dominates the whole: to demonstrate the right of the Davidic
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kings to rule Judah and Israel, a right anchored in the will of God and established by His
work.71

~ymiT' in 2 Sam 22:31 belongs to a larger pericope, extending from 2 Sam 22:1-51.
Commentators in general think that 2 Sam 22:31 is David’s psalm of thanksgiving.72 That
the hymn was indeed composed by David is confirmed by Ps 18 where the poem with
some variation also appears. Both 2 Sam 22 and Ps 18 begin with the clause “The Lord is
my rock and my fortress and my deliverer.” They are both approximately equal in length.
In both, David recounts in broad outline the story of the marvelous deliverances and
victories that God had given him. This commemorative song of triumph is heart history,
the story of a human heart ever devoted to God and sincere in its integrity in the things of
God.73
While the section from vv. 29-31 denotes an expression of confidence,74 vv. 3133 appear to make up a single semantic unit.75 Because the right of the Davidic kingship
to rule Israel and Judah was anchored in the will of God, this psalm of thanksgiving
confirms the greatness of God who receives praise and honor. David’s claim that the way
of God is ~ymiT' contributes to the general purpose of the song, whose main thrust was to
praise God for His goodness and greatness.
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Exegetical considerations
Second Samuel 22:31 and 33 begin with the same word laeÞh' “the God” and
contain the predicate use of ~ymiT' as expressed in AKr>D; ~ymiT' “sound/perfect is His way.”
Bergen contends that 2 Sam 22:31-33 was constructed chiastically, magnifying the Lord,
whose way, word, and protection are ~ymiT'.76 The diagram below illustrates his thought:
A

His way is blameless; (31)

B

For who is God, besides the Lord? And who is a rock, (32)

A’

Blameless in His way (33)

God had provided a pathway for life for David. The king had walked in the way
of God and found it to be ~ymiT'. The word of God, both as it was written in the law and
spoken through the prophets, had invariably guided David to safety and success. God was
David’s only source of divine help because there was no other God beside the Lord.
David notes that the one true God was a “mountain stronghold,” He is the one whose way
is ~ymiT'.77 These verses tell us not only that God’s way is blameless, but that freedom is
found for all those found blameless in Christ and His way.
The predicate use of ~ymiT' in 2 Sam 22:31 explains the use of the verb “to be” in
this non-verbal clause so as to show equality between the noun and the adjective. It
appears that both words agree in gender and number (masculine, singular). The suffix in
the third-person masculine singular construct points to the closest antecedent, which is
God. Thus, AK+r>D; ~ymiäT' literally means “perfect is the way of Him.” The closest
antecedent in the clause is God; therefore, the way of God is ~ymiäT'.
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Semantic analysis
In the portion of the Hebrew Scripture known as the prophets, the word ~ymiäT'
occurs twenty-three times,78 with the greatest concentration appearing in the book of
Ezekiel (thirteen times). A comprehensive meaning of the word necessitates a brief
survey of all twenty-three occurrences.
The predicate use of ~ymiT' in Josh 10:13 not only justifies the use of the verb “to
be” in the English translation, but also shows how it modifies the noun preceding it.
Thus, ~ymi(T' ~AyðK. describes a day’s journey; the sun stood still for an entire or complete
day.79 In firm reliance upon the promise of God Joshua offered a prayer to the Lord
during the battle, that he would not let the sun go down till Israel had taken vengeance
upon their foes.80 Therefore, the context suggests that the sun and the moon stood still for
a complete day. J. Harris comments that the Lord’s control over the moon and sun gave
the people an extended day that would allow them enough time to complete their
victory.81 Thus the idea is that the victory was ~ymiT' completed on that day. Joshua 24:14
tells us that we are to serve Yahweh in ~ymiT' and in truth. We are to be like Him. In Judg
9:16 and 19, Jotham makes two strong statements: “If you have dealt in truth and ~ymiT',
then rejoice in Abimelech and let him also rejoice in you.”
In 1 Sam 14:41, the word ~ymiT' is used in a legal context to determine the guilty
party. For that matter, Saul’s appeal to God for a perfect lot also presupposes the
existence of a false one. Following Saul’s prayer for divine guidance, the process of
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determining guilt was carried out in two stages. Initially a trial by lot was conducted to
see if the sin lay with the royal family or the army of Israel. Then a selection was made
between the king and his son Jonathan using the same method.82 It could thus be inferred
that ~ymiT' in this context means “true method in finding the guilty as opposed to the false
one.” James E. Smith is of the same opinion when he says that Saul prayed to God for the
right answer.83

~ymiTi' in 2 Sam 22:24 is used attributively to describe David’s relationship with
King Saul. His claim that he was ~ymiT' before the Lord does not in any case suggest that
he was without sin or guilt. According to the biblical context, Saul is persecuting David,
although he has done nothing deserving of such vicious treatment by Saul.84
Second Samuel 21-29 explains the reasons for David’s deliverance. So David’s
injunction ~M'(T;Ti ~ymiÞT' rABðGI-~[I “with the strong perfect man, you show yourself perfect”
further shows that David is not claiming a sinless status. He voices not only his innocence
vis-à-vis Saul’s persecution but also his faithfulness in following the perfect way of the
Lord.
There are thirtheen occurrences of ~ymiÞT' in the book of Ezekiel. Accordingly,
commenting on Ezek 15:5, Daniel Isaac Block contends that if the wood of the grapevine
has no practical value as raw material in its natural form, how much less its value after it
is burned.85 In other words, the context suggests a change in form of a raw material from
its ~ymiTi' state to its disintegrated state—just as the prophet wrote, “Our righteous deeds
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are filthy rags” (Isa 64:6). If what the best of committed followers of God could offer is
tainted with sin and therefore filthy rags, how much less worthy are the deeds of those
who willfully rebel against God?
This idea of a change of state is carried on in Ezek 28:15. Here the king of Tyre
refers to Satan, and the circumstance of his original fall is recounted. The judgmental
overtone of Ezek 28:15 contrasts the king of Tyre’s original ~ymiTi' (blamelessness) with
his subsequent corruption. The use of ~ymiTi' immediately after T'k.L'(h;t.hi “walk,” in v. 14,
invites comparison with Noah, who was ~ymiÞT' (blameless) and walked with God (Gen
6:9), and Abraham who was charged by God to T'kL
. '(ht; h. i (walk) before Him and be ~ymiTi'
(Gen 17:1).86

~ymiÞT in Ezek 43:22, 23, 25; 45:18, 23; 46:4, 6, 13 refers to the cultic procedures,
dedication, and cleansing of the sanctuary; it denotes the quality of the sacrificial animals
which were to be ~ymiTi' (without blemish or unimpaired).
Of all the twenty-three occurrences in the prophetic literature, five involve human
relationships. In Amos 5:10, ~ymiTi' expresses a reliable and complete discourse between
persons, whereas in Ezek 28:15 the prophet describes the king of Tyre’s ~ymiT' state with
its corrupt state on the day iniquity was found in him.87
In the light of the preceding and irrespective of the context, ~ymiTi' always means
that someone or something has kept its original state; or that he/it has not experienced
corruption, disintegration, or any change in nature and form, especially when used
attributively or predicatively. Thus, the relationship could be ~ymiTi' and the animal
sacrifices were to be ~ymiTi' in order to be pleasing and acceptable to God.
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Writings
There are three occurrences of ~ymiTi' in wisdom literature as related to God, His
actions, and/or attributes (Job 37:16; Pss 18:30; 19:7). Inasmuch as 2 Sam 22 and Ps 18
are nearly the same, this section will consider only Job 37:16 and Ps 19:8. We will begin
with Job 37:16.
Contextual analysis of Job 37:16
Hebrew Text: `~y[i(De ~ymiäT. tAaªl.p.mi b['-_ yfel.p.mi-l[; [d;th
e ]
Translation: Do you know the height of the thick clouds, the wondrous work of
Him who is perfect in knowledge?
The book of Job belongs to a group of writings known as wisdom literature. The
concept of wisdom expressed in it involves a distinctive outlook on life and a particular
way of thinking. The book bears the name of the key figure Job and consists of several
sections: the account of his trial and numerous speeches that treat the issue of suffering.88
The canonicity of the book has never been seriously questioned, though its location in the
various canons has fluctuated.89
According to Balmer H. Kelly, the identity of the author of the book of Job
remains unknown for there are no clues, he adds, in the book to suggest its author.90
Similarly, Robert L. Alden seems to concur with Balmer by pointing out that the events
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in Job’s life that form the background of the book are areas of vigorous speculation. This
explains Alden’s argument that the author of Job declined to reveal his identity.91
However, internal evidences seem to suggest that Moses is the author of the
book.92 The Babylonian Talmud claims, “Moses wrote his own book and the portion of
Balaam and Job.”93 Moses spent forty years in Midian, which would give him ample
background for the strong Arabic flavor that is evident throughout the book. His Egyptian
background also explains the allusion to Egyptian life and practice that occur in the
book.94 The picture of God as creator and sustainer fits well with the creation narrative
preserved in another book written by Moses. There are no exodus allusions, but the
destruction of the guilty by the flood (Job 22:15) and possibly that of Sodom and
Gomorrah (Job 18:15) are referenced, but no later facts.
Two purposes of the book overlap each other: one corrective and instructive, the
other therapeutic. The former explains that there are exceptions to the principle of “just
reward,” the idea that punishment or blessing always comes as a result of one’s sin or
obedience. The latter gives comfort to believers of all ages who find themselves in Job’s
situation of suffering.95
The reader of Job 37:16 is captivated by Elihu’s exaltation of the goodness and
power of God (Job 36:1-37:17). This exaltation not only explains the fallacy of the
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doctrine of just reward propagated by Job’s friends, but also reveals the untarnished or
unblemished character of God as portrayed in Job 37:16. From the perspective of Job’s
friends, God alone could provide a solution to the problem of suffering. Hence, an appeal
to the one who is ~ymiT' in knowledge. For those innocent sufferers in every age, only the
God ~ymiT' in knowledge could bring perfect comfort.
Exegetical considerations
While the framework of the book of Job—introduction and conclusion—is prose,
its core is poetry. It is therefore important to consider the words or expressions closely
tied with ~ymiT'. The book as a whole is a combination of both a narrative and an
argument—perhaps an argument set within the context of a narrative. David A. Clines
suggests the following such structure.96
1:1-2:13 Framework prose

narrative

3:1-42:6 Core poetry

argument

42:7-17 Framework prose

narrative.

Elihu’s exaltation of the goodness and power of God contributes to the meaning
of ~ymiT' in Job 37:16. Job 37:14-18 forms a unit whose content projects Elihu’s rationale
of God’s justice to punish the wicked based on such texts as Gen 6:17; Exod 9:18; and
Deut 28:15, 16. However, upon careful examination of the last section of the book (Job
42:7-17), one observes that God declares Job’s innocence by restoring all he had lost.
This once more proves the fallacy of the doctrine of just reward advocated by Job’s
friends.
Because of the predicate use of ~ymiT' in Job 37:16, the nominal or non-verbal
clause ~y[i(D.e ~ymiT' tAaªl.p.mi shows that the verb “to be” is supplied in the translation.
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Therefore, the preceding nominal clause could be translated “the wondrous works of the
one who is perfect in knowledge.” The use of H;Alåa/-~WfB. “in place God” in Job 37:15
suggests that God is the antecedent of the nominal clause in Job 37:16. The one who is

~ymiT' in Job 37:16 is God.
Semantic analysis

~ymiT' is used three times in the book of Job. The first occurrence in Job 12:4
describes the noun qyDIîc; by standing in apposition to it. They both agree in gender,
number, and definiteness. The context of Job 12:4 suggests that the one who is righteous
and ~ymiT' is laughed to scorn. Norman C. Habel renders ~ymiT' as innocent. He notes that
although Job has become a laughingstock, he justly objects to this treatment and pursues
his claim of innocence before God.97 The use of the verb areäqo, which is a qal participle
masculine singular absolute, describes Job’s former close relationship with God. Job’s
allegation of innocence is seen in the use of the phrase ynIa'-© ~T' “I am a person of integrity”
in Job 9:20 when he argues that he is guiltless; the verse reads, “Though I am righteous,
my mouth will condemn me; though I am guiltless, He will declare me guilty.”
Elsewhere in Job 1:8 and 2:3, his friends thought of him as a laughingstock or
object of derision qxoÜf., because he remained faithful to God and maintained his integrity.
Thus, the context of Job 12:4 suggests that ~ymiT' conveys the idea of innocence because
his friends attempted to convict him of sin.
In Job 36:4, Elihu’s presumption reached an apex when he claimed freedom from
falsehood and “perfect knowledge,” a phrase he applied to God in Job 37:16.98 Elihu
boasted that his arguments are free from rq,v, “deception” or “falsehood.” In his opinion
his reasoning skills are ~ymiT'. According to Norman C. Habel, the parallelism of Job 36:4
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suggests that ~ymiT' implies complete mastery of the argumentation in the case Elihu is
presenting. In spite of Elihu’s claim to be perfect in the legal process of the judgment,
this perfection is later attributed to God in Job 37:16. Elihu has fallen into the trap of
taking the place of God, and his pompous claim to argue his case as one perfect in
reasoning is shown to be false.99 Conversely, God is the omniscient One whose
knowledge is absolute as to its depth as well as its circumference.100 The noun ~y[i(De in Job
37:16 is a common masculine plural absolute whose antecedent is found in the previous
verse. Thus, it refers to God Himself; the common masculine form H;Ala/ is used, but this
is used interchangeably in the Scripture with the plural form ~yhi_l{a/ as found in Gen 1:1.
Contextual analysis of Psalms 19:8
Hebrew Text: `ytiPt
,( m;yKixî m. ; hn”©m'a/n<÷ hw”ïhy> tWdï[e vp,n”+ tb;yviäm. hm'ymiT.â hw”åhy> tr;ÛAT
Translation: The law of God is perfect, restoring the person; the testimony of the
Lord is trusty, making the wise simple.
The Hebrew Scriptures note that David wrote many of the psalms, but some had
another author. A variety of names have been applied to the book, each of which reflects
a distinct way of viewing the collection over the ages.101 The 150 Psalms have been
divided into five books, probably on the analogy of the Torah, with each book closing
with a liturgical doxology.102
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~ymiT' is found in Pss 18:30 and 19:7 and belongs to the first division of the
Psalms.103 Psalm 18:1-51 falls within the category of a royal psalm of thanksgiving sung
on the day of deliverance. That song of thanksgiving commemorated David’s deliverance
from great peril and victory over his enemies. Weiser is of the opinion that David
composed this song after God delivered him from the hand of King Saul. The similarity
with 2 Sam 22 also points in that direction.104 The context of Ps 18 in compliance with
the biblical record explains the reason why the way of God is ~ymiT'. Because of what God
has done for the king—deliverance—the certainty of the way of God as ~ymiT' explains
why the king praised God’s way as he will praise His law elsewhere as ~ymiT'.
Psalm 19 is an awe-filled description of the cosmic self-revelation of God through
His creative act and His gracious instruction in the Torah.105 The pericope in vv. 7-11
describes God’s revelation through the Torah. Psalm 19 provides an example of the
righteous person who follows the pattern laid out in Ps 1:1, “Blessed is the man who does
not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of
mockers.” It also offers a public hymn, which expresses a joyous appreciation of the
statutes, ordinances, and instruction of Yahweh, all of which set Israel apart from the
other nations.106 In the first section of Ps 19, the heavens begin the chorus of praise, and
day and night point back to the first day of creation. Then the glory of the sun, created on
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the fourth day of that first week, adds his praises as the Torah teaches.107 Accordingly,
the anointed ones of Ps 20:6b-7, whose prayer will be heard, are also the devout servants
of Yahweh in Ps 19.108
In Marc Girard’s opinion, the recurrence of ~ymiT' in Ps 19:7 suggests that there are
no other sources of perfection for man than the perfect law of God; Redemption is also
key in this chapter as seen in v. 15, which suggests that redeeming a life means also its
restoration when it is threatened.109 Therefore, the king’s expression of praise,
thanksgiving, and his delight in the way and law of God explains the recurrence of ~ymiT'
in chaps. 18 and 19 of the book of Psalms.
Exegetical considerations of ~ymiT' in Psalms 18:30
The adjective ~ymiT' in Ps 18:30 is a masculine singular absolute which agrees in
gender and number with élaeh, a common noun masculine singular absolute. Thus, the
clause ~ymiT' élaeh' shows that the adjective modifies the noun. The presence of the definite
article in élaeh' reveals the specificity of the noun it modifies; in this case, it points to the
specific God who rescued David from the hand of Saul. The suffix in the third-person
masculine singular in AKïr>D; shows that the AKïr>D (way/road) refers to the way of the Lord.
Therefore, His way is ~ymiT'. In Robert C. Hill’s understanding, it is the judgments of the
Lord that are right.110 This predicate use of the adjective in a non-verbal clause further
shows that ~ymiT' and the way of “the” God can be used interchangeably. Psalm 19:7a
presents another non-verbal predicate clause; thus, both tr;ÛAT and ~ymiT' agree in gender
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and number (feminine, singular). Therefore, the clause hm'ymiT. hw”åhy> tr;ÛAT« suggests that the
Torah of Yahweh is complete for it lacks nothing in itself. Psalm 19 has four movements,
differentiated from each other by their changing theme: namely, space and time (vv. 14a); the sun (vv. 4b-6); the law (vv. 7-10); an examination of the conscience and the final
request (vv. 11-14).
The first two portions of Ps 19 honor the creator. In the third, the psalmist
meditates on God’s moral order (vv. 7-10). In the last section, he examines his own
conscience. The natural and ethical sections are linked by the fact that the sun provides
light to the natural world even as the Torah enlightens the rational being.111 The
characteristic particularities attributed to the Law are true also of the God who is behind
the law and from whose authority the law derives its value. Thus in praising the law, the
psalm praises the God who is revealed in that law. This is yet another evidence that God
is ~ymiT' as well as His law.
Semantic analysis

~ymiT' in Ps 15:2 describes the quality of the one “who may dwell in the holy hill”
of the Lord as referred to in the previous verse. To walk ~ymiT' (blamelessly) is to maintain
one’s integrity as a child of God. Thus, to do right is to conform one’s life to moral and
ethical standards which are above reproach and to shun every corrupt practice. To speak
truth is to be free from any deceit or falsehood.112 James Luther Mays adds that to walk
with ~ymiT' means living with integrity.113 He further argues that ~ymiT' marks the character
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of the one whose conduct is coherent, consistent, and reliable. What God says is proven
by what He does; He is the shield for those who take refuge in Him, who hold to Him and
His ways.114
In Ps 18:23 and 25, ~ymiT' describes not only the psalmist’s character, but also his
commitment to the precepts of God. The psalmist was “upright” (KJV), or “blameless”
(NAS) before God. Whereas Ps 18:30 depicts the way of the Lord as ~ymiT' v. 32 depicts
how the Lord makes David’s way ~ymiT'. Jamie A. Grant argues for a close ideological
association between Ps 19 and Deut 4. Accordingly, the Sinai covenant and its teaching
were the wisdom by which Israel was to live and find life. He further states that the whole
approach of Ps 19 towards the Torah of Yahweh resonates strongly with Moses’
exhortation to the people prior to the conquest of the Promised Land. Therefore, the torah
of Yahweh is hm'ÞymiT.—self-sufficient, addressing every area of life and practices, setting
God’s people apart from all others.115

~ymiT' in Ps 101:2, 6 describes the quality of the one who dwells with the Lord.
Leslie C. Allen argues that this section of Ps 101:2-6 coincides with the wisdom theme,
which moves from positive to negative statements. Thus, the king bears before God a
responsibility for his compatriots. Accordingly, he has ensured that the members of his
administration are men committed to Yahweh, loyal men whose trustworthiness is
grounded in their faith. Thus, the faithful one, who walks in a ~ymiT' way, pleads not
sinless perfection but a conscientious attitude towards royal duties.116 ~ymiT' in this context
is understood as a commitment to the way of the Lord. James Luther Mays contends that

~ymiT' in Ps 101:2, 6 refers to what is whole, complete, finished, in reference to conduct. In
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this regard, ~To and ~ymiT' describe acts that are coherent and consistent in relation to some
foundational value. In this context it would be the loyalty and justice of the Lord; the way
of the ~ymiT' (blameless) is the characteristic conduct of those whose motives, and choices,
and acts are consistent with their dependence on the Lord.117
In Ps 119:80, ~ymiT' describes the integrity of the human heart vis-à-vis the moral
law of God. In Anderson’s understanding, a man whose heart is ~ymiT' (blameless) in
God’s statutes is one who reflects in his actions something of the very life of God, and
who does the will of God.118 ~ymiT in this context seems to suggest a complete
commitment to the will of the Lord.
A thematic contrast exists between the wise and righteous person and the wicked
fool in the eleventh chapter of Proverbs. Those who are righteous and wise practice
virtues that lead to well-being for themselves and their social order. These virtues include
an accurate weight as Yahweh’s delight; wisdom emerging from humility; integrity
(~ymiT') guiding the upright; life resulting from steadfast righteousness; blameless ways
that are the delight of Yahweh.119 Consequently, ~ymiT' in Prov 11:5 (~ymiT' tq:åd>ci, as
William McKane explains, means the righteousness of the upright men guarantees them
unfailing guidance on the way of life, whereas wicked men will fall because of their
wickedness.
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Similarly, the subject in Prov 11:3 deals with a particular aspect of the righteouswicked antithesis and puts ~ym;iTu (integrity) in contrast with @l,s, (perversion, crookedness
or crooked dealing).120 Therefore, vv. 5 and 6 in Prov 11 pair with each other, connecting
thematically, syntactically, and semantically. Both verses contrast the fates of the
righteous and wicked.121 Roland E. Murphy suggests that each word in v. 5a is a key term
in virtuous conduct: “justice,” “integrity,” “straight,” and “way.” The implication points
to journeying along God’s path without stumbling or falling.122
Proverbs 28:18 addresses the same dichotomy; the one whose way of life is ~ymiT'
will be safe, while the one with a crooked way will fall into a pit. Duane A. Garrett
submits that vv. 17 and 18 of Prov 28 could be read in a theological or social sense.
Theologically, the murderer is oppressed by a guilty conscience, and no one should seek
to lessen that guilt or punishment (v. 17). On the other hand, someone with a clear
conscience is free of such torments (v. 18a). Socially, the courts should punish murderers
to the utmost (v. 17), but the innocent have no fear of such retribution (v. 18a). Whether
by the hand of God or of men, the wicked will fall (v. 18b).123 Murphy thus concludes
that the one who walks ~ymiT' (blamelessly) will be safe from the evil results that can be
expected to come upon the wicked.124
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Summary
Of the ninety-three occurrences of the word ~ymiT' in the Old Testament, only five
of these relate to God, His actions, or attributes.125 These five occurrences address four
essential aspects of God’s attributes: (1) His work (Deut 32:4); (2) His way (2 Sam 22:31,
Ps 18:30); (3) His law (Ps 19:7); and (4) His knowledge (Job 37:16). All four of these
aspects of God’s ~ymiT' reveal that His work, way, law, and knowledge are perfect,
undefiled, and flawless. Consequently, in the Old Testament ~ymiT' applies to things,
animals, humans, and God Himself. In each of these cases, it means that something or
someone is undefiled, flawless, or unadulterated. My analysis continues in the
Septuagint.
Septuagint
Avlhqina and a;mwmoj are the Greek translation of the Hebrew word ~ymiT' as they
relate to God, His actions, and/or attributes.
Avlhqina means “real, genuine, true, dependable.” In Deut 32:4 it is a nominative
neuter plural, which agrees in case, gender, and number with ta. e;rga, meaning “work,
deed, action,” a nominative neuter plural noun. Although the former is an adjective and
the latter is a noun, the case, gender, and number agreement show how the adjective
modifies the noun. It means therefore that the ta. e;rga is avlhqina. The personal pronoun,
genitive masculine singular, auvtou/ “self, of oneself,” could only refer to qeo,j, the closest
and immediate antecedent. Consequently, it suggests that the works of God are true, real,
or dependable.
a;mwmoj “faultless, without blemish” in 2 Sam 22:31 is a nominative feminine
singular which agrees in case, gender, and number with o`do.j “way” certainly showing
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that h` o`do.j is a;mwmoj. In this regard, a;mwmoj h` o`do.j auvtou/, also found in Ps 18:30, states
that God’s way of life or conduct is faultless or without blemish.
In Ps 19:7,126 the predicate use of the adjective a;mwmoj explains why the verb has
been added in the translation of this nominal clause. Hence, in the clause o` no,moj tou/
kuri,ou a;mwmoj “the law of God is flawless,” one observes that no,moj, which agrees in
case, gender, and number with a;mwmoj, is not only the main subject in the sentence but is
also being modified by the adjective a;mwmoj. It therefore suggests that the no,moj of the
Lord is faultless or without blemish. The word ~ymiT' in Job 37:16 does not have the
corresponding equivalent in the Septuagint. Therefore, Job 37:16, evpi,statai de. dia,krisin
nefw/n evxai,sia de. ptw,mata ponhrw/n, does not offer the Hebrew equivalent of ~ymiT'.127
Semantic analysis of avlhqina, (Deuteronomy 32:4) and
a;mwmoj (2 Samuel 22:31; Psalms 19:7)
The name “God” is not mentioned in the Hebrew version of Deut 32:4, but rather

rWCh;, which means “rock or cliff.” In the Septuagint, rWCh; in Deut 32:4 is translated as
qeo,j (God). Its usage in the nominative case suggests that it plays a subjective role in the
sentence. Therefore, the clause qeo,j avlhqina. ta. e;rga auvtou/, “true are the works of God,”
suggests that the works of God are true, real, and genuine.
In Ps 19:9, both the noun kri,mata and the adjective avlhqina, agree in case, gender,
and number. Thus, the judgments of the Lord are real and genuine for God has the power
and authority to judge.128
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a;mwmoj occurs eleven times in the Septuagint, three of which apply to God, His
actions, and/or attributes.129 In 2 Sam 22:31, o` ivscuro,j a;mwmoj h` o`do.j auvtou/, states that
the “way of the powerful one is faultless or without blemish.” The predicate use of the
adjective a;mwmoj in Ps 18:30130 makes God the subject of that clause. David, in his royal
expression of thanksgiving for victory, claims that the way of “his” God is a;mwmoj
(faultless or without blemish). Similarly, in Ps 19:7,131 the law of the Lord is a;mwmoj.
Interestingly, in Ps 19:13 David is a;mwmoj only if God will fei/sai “spare” him from
sinning.132 In other words, God would protect David and keep him a;mwmoj . The use of
fei/sai in the imperative aorist middle suggests that David’s claim of a;mwmoj is
contingent upon the power and authority of God. Thus David’s claim of a;mwmoj is a
witness to his level of commitment and God’s infinite power.
The use of e;somai, a future middle indicative verb, suggests that David’s claim of
a;mwmoj is conditional. In like manner, Ps 119:80 portrays the same conditionality for the
concept of a;mwmoj.133 In order for David not to be ashamed, he needs a heart that is
a;mwmoj; this a;mwmoj heart that he desires is contingent upon his commitment to God.
Only God alone gives such a heart; thus, this God Himself must be a;mwmoj.
In Prov 20:7, o]j avnastre,fetai a;mwmojevn dikaiosu,nh| seems to suggest that the one
who continues to walk (a;mwmoj) blamelessly has the kind of righteousness that God
requires. The verb evgenh,qhj in Ezek 28:15, aorist passive indicative, suggests that at one
point in the past the king of Tyre was a;mwmoj until iniquity was found in him. Thus,
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a;mwmoj indicates that the king of Tyre underwent a disintegration in his moral being. He
was a;mwmoj, but now he is no more, because avdikh,mata “sins, crimes” have been found in
him.
Finally, Ezek 46:6 explains the nature of offerings acceptable to God; the young
calf was to be a;mwmoj, without spot or blemish.
Summary
In the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew ~ymiT' reveals that only four
of the five occurrences of the word have a Greek equivalent. In Deut 32:4, ~ymiT'
corresponds to avlhqina. and is translated as “real, true or dependable.” This suggests that
the work of God is true or dependable. In 2 Sam 22:31, Pss 18:31, and 19:8 the Greek
equivalent of ~ymiT is a;mwmoj. In the first two passages, God’s way is flawless; His law is
perfect in the third.
The Septuagint gives no indication that God is deceitful or uses deceptive
methods to achieve His ends as Prouser134 claims. However, the query continues in the
New Testament with te,leioj,, the Greek equivalent of ~ymiT'.
New Testament
In the New Testament, the stem te,loj and its declined forms occur 101 times; of
these, te,leioj, the Greek translation of the Hebrew ~ymiT', occurs three times as related to
God, His actions, and/or attributes: Matt 5:48, 1 Cor 13:10, and Rom 12:2. In order to
ascertain the meaning of te,leioj as related to God in the New Testament, a contextual,
exegetical, and semantic analysis becomes necessary as well.
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Te,leioj in Matthew 5:48
Contextual analysis
Greek text: e;sesqe ou=n u`mei/j te,leioi w`j o` path.r u`mw/n o` ouvra,nioj te,leio,j evstinÅ
Translation: Therefore, you shall be perfect, as your Father in heaven is perfect.
Scholars argue that the Gospel of Matthew, as well as the other three canonical
Gospels, is anonymous.135 Although later in the second century (circa A.D. 180),
Irenaeus reports that Matthew wrote “a gospel . . . for the Hebrews in their own
language,” John Nolland argues that Matthew’s authorship of part of the canon is
unlikely.136
George R. Knight notes at least three purposes of the Gospel of Matthew. The
first and major purpose was to set forth Jesus of Nazareth as the promised Messiah of the
Old Testament. The second was to present the significant events in the life of Jesus from
His birth to His death and resurrection. The third was to provide a teaching manual for
the Christian community.137 Dockery adds that the Gospel of Matthew seeks to encourage
the church in the midst of persecution from hostile authorities in both Jewish and Roman
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circles. Moreover, it deepened Christian faith by supplying more details about Jesus’
words and works.138
In an annotated structure of the Gospel of Matthew, Nolland suggests that Matt
5:21-48 is a set of six antitheses: on murder (21-26); on adultery (27-30); on divorce (3132); on oaths (33-37); on ‘an eye for an eye’ (38-42); and on love (43-48).139 From these
antitheses flows one of the purposes of the book: to provide a manual for the Christian
community. Given these premises, Matt 5:48 is well understood within that context.
Hence the requirement to be te,leioj in love as expressed in Matt 5:48. Because the theme
of love was addressed in the latter part of Matt 5, Nolland contends that Matt 5:48
completes both the final antithesis and the whole set of antitheses by its call to be perfect
in love and uncompromised.140
Exegetical considerations
There are two occurrences of te,leioj in Matt 5:48: the adjective te,leioi, the first
usage in the verse, is a nominative masculine plural with a predicate function in the
clause. Te,leioi agrees in case and number with the pronoun u`mei/j, which suggests that to
be te,leioi is God’s command for you (u`mei/j). Accordingly, Randolph Yeager contends
that te,leioi means complete, perfected, lacking nothing, fully developed, that idealistic
state of Christian development toward which all Christians should strive.141 In the second
occurrence, the adjective te,leioj has a predicate usage as well; “your Father in heaven,” o`
path.r u`mw/n o` ouvra,nioj is te,leioj... Esesqe is a future middle deponent indicative verb; it
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is substantially equivalent to an imperative, a mood of command. This was the climax of
love, the sixth antithesis which began in Matt 5:43, commanding us to love. The plural
rather than the singular indicates that Jesus calls for all to live out these high ideals which
are addressed to a plural “you.”142
John A. Broadus contends that the emphatic u`mei/j means that the disciples of
Christ as contrasted to the publicans were to be te,leioj.143 Jesus illustrated in Matt 5:2148 some of the ways a Christian’s righteousness must exceed that of the Pharisees. In
George Knight’s understanding, Matt 5:48 should be linked to v. 20 which calls for
greater righteousness than that of the scribes and Pharisees. Thus, “being perfect likewise
as the Father” is equated with keeping the spirit of the law, as opposed to its legalistic
letter. The final command in v. 48 belongs to the paragraph beginning in v. 43 and its
initial command to love. This is demonstrated by a comparison of v. 45 with v. 43. Both
call for Christians to be like their Father in heaven. Being like the Father means loving
one’s enemies, just as God loves His enemies.144 This is the true test of love.
Semantic analysis
The word te,leioj occurs two times in the Gospel of Matthew and one time in the
epistle of James. Matthew 5:48 epitomizes all of Jesus’ teaching. It presents a final
maxim, summing up the doctrine underlying not only the sixth antithesis but the entire set
of antitheses (Matt 5:21-48).145 Consequently, by loving one’s enemy (Matt 5:44), the
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disciples become te,leioj. The Greek term for “perfect,” as Donald Senior argues, is from
the root te,loj which means “goal.”
The connotation in Matt 5:48 is that of “completion” rather than a static sense that
the English term “perfect” can imply.146 The term te,leioj occurs twice with two different
meanings: in v. 48a as an attribute of human beings, and in 48b as an attribute of God.
The relationship between the two attributes is parallel to that between God and the
sons of God. The basic meaning, therefore, is “having attained the end,” or “purpose,”
“complete,” “perfect.”147
A close parallel to te,leioj in Matt 5:48 is Matt 19:21 where the rich young ruler is
invited to sell his possessions and follow Jesus if he wishes to be te,leioj (reach the goal).
In Mark’s version of the rich young ruler, the clause “in one thing you fall short” is
Matthew’s version “if you desire to be perfect.” This then suggests that te,leioj in this
context means “completion,” or “lacking nothing necessary to completeness.” The text by
Jesus does say he falls short.
In Jas 3:2, the phrase “if anyone does not stumble in words or speech,” the same
is qualified to be te,leioj. We note that the word te,leioj and its cognates occur at several
pinnacles in the New Testament, such as in Jas 1:4 where it stands at the climax of the
process of growth and is best translated as “mature,” or having reached completion and
lacking nothing. In Jas 1:25, it describes the quality of the law of God as te,leioj; the
perfect law that gives freedom.
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Te,leioj in Romans 12:2 and 1 Corinthians 13:10
Contextual analysis of te,leioj in Romans 12:2
Greek Text: kai. mh. suschmati,zesqe tw/| aivwn/ i tou,tw|( avlla. metamorfou/sqe th/|
avnakainw,sei tou/ noo.j eivj to. dokima,zein u`ma/j ti, to. qe,lhma tou/ qeou/( to. avgaqo.n kai.
euva,reston kai. te,leionÅ
Translation: And be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind, that you may demonstrate what is the will of God, good,
pleasing, and perfect.
Pauline authorship of Romans is rarely debated. Universal acceptance of Pauline
authorship has been one of the assured results of modern scholarship.148 The book of
Romans shows an exception from his other letters. Usually Paul writes to a church that he
knows well, often one that he has personally founded, in order to address specific
problems that have arisen in the church. But according to Rom 1:13, the apostle is not the
founder of this church and he has never been to Rome. However, he was eager to visit
Rome on his way to Spain (Rom 1:11-13; 15:23).
As Hendriksen points out, there is considerable difference of opinion as to the
purpose of the letter to the Romans.149 Similarly, James D. Dunn notes there is a long and
unending debate arising from two features in the letter: (1) the different reasons for
writing the letter in 1:8-15 and 15:14-33, and (2) the problem of how to relate these
reasons to the body of the letter (1:16-15:13). Consequently, the rationale for providing
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such a lengthy and involved discussion to a largely unknown congregation is not
immediately obvious.150 He further argues that most of the different views on the purpose
of the book are a matter of different emphases among these several reasons. Therefore,
the book had a missionary, an apologetic, and a pastoral purpose. Consequently, all three
of the main emphases and purposes hang together and indeed reinforce each other when
taken as a whole.151
Romans 12:1-13:14 is the apostle’s exhortation to live the Christian life. Leander
E. Keck echoed the same sentiment when he says that Rom 12:1 to 12:14 calls attention
to important features that should characterize the community’s ethos.152 Thus, Rom
12:1-2, whose theme is worship and transformation, serves as an introductory paragraph
to the call to live a Christian life. The call “not to be conformed to this world” is an
antithesis to the “will of God” which is te,leioj. The exhortation to be te,leioj (perfect),
as used in Rom 12:2, fits well the general pastoral purposes of the book. Commenting on
Rom 12:1-2, Osborne submits that the transition from the meaning of the gospel to its
implication for Christian conduct is certainly one of the most beautiful and powerful
portions of Scripture.153 Consequently, Rom 12:1-2, an exhortation for transformation of
character, shows our high calling to give proof in our own lives of the perfect will of
God, “to. qe,lhma tou/ qeou … kai te,leion.”
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Contextual analysis of te,leioj in 1 Corinthians 13:10
Greek Text: o[tan de. e;lqh| to. te,leion( to. evk me,rouj katarghqh,setaiÅ
Translation: But when complete perfection comes, that which is unfinished shall
be destroyed.
There is no challenge to the apostle Paul’s authorship of the Corinthian letter.154
The apostle continued his close relationship with the Corinthian assembly through
periodic correspondence and visits by delegated leaders. He thus wrote this letter about
two years after he left Corinth for Ephesus.155 David E. Garland remarks that the apostle
kept this long-distance relationship with the Corinthian church without the benefit of the
modern communication technology. Consequently, the letter serves as his substitute
presence.156 Two developments in particular seem to have prompted Paul to write this
epistle. First, he had received a report from “Chloe’s people” about the rise of at least
four factions, grouping themselves around the names of Paul, Apollos, Cephas, and
Christ (1 Cor 1:10-12). Second, the apostle needed to respond to several questions put to
him in a letter from the Corinthians (1 Cor 7:1).157 He was deeply concerned for the
church’s well-being. Therefore, he wrote in order to correct the non-Christian behavior
that had manifested itself in the life of the community since he left approximately two
years earlier.158
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In general, 1 Cor 12:1 to 14:40 addresses “the misunderstanding of spiritual
gifts.” While love is the subject in 1 Cor 12:31b to 13:13, this section argues that gifts
without love are pointless. Furthermore, 1 Cor 13:4-7 describes the virtues of love,
whereas 1 Cor 13:8-13 refers to the permanence of love.159 “When the permanent comes,
the partial will be done away” (1 Cor 13: 10). The key to understanding this verse lies in
the preceding verse. “For we know in part and we prophesy in part” (1 Cor 13: 9).
Consequently, love was needed to settle the disputes that prompted the apostle’s letter to
the Corinthians. In addition, the meaning of te,leion in 1 Cor 13:10 is not only in
harmony with the general purpose of the book but also helps settle issues among the
Corinthians. Thus, God requires us to be te,leioj in love.
In contrast, the Corinthians thought that their knowledge was full (1 Cor 6:12;
8:1, 4; 10:1-4) and not partial; furthermore, they thought that they were te,leioj “mature”
or “perfect,” as opposed to being mere children.160
Exegetical consideration of te,leioj in Romans 12:2
and 1 Corinthians 13:10
Romans 12:2. The adjective te,leion in Rom 12:2 is a nominative neuter singular
which agrees in case, gender, and number with to. qe,lhma. It seems to suggest that, in this
case, the adjective te,leion is something with which the will of God is identified, as
shown in its predicate use. Thus, the clause to. avgaqo.n kai. euva,reston kai.te,leion
indicates what God wants His children to think and act: to be and to do what in His sight
is good, well-pleasing, and perfect.161 The will of God means “the good” or what is
morally right; it is defined as that which is acceptable or pleasing. It is also identified

159

W. Larry Richards, 1 Corinthians: The Essentials and Nonessentials of Christian Living, The
Abundant Life Bible Amplifier (Nampa, ID: Pacific Press, 1997), 29.
160

Horsley, 1 Corinthians, 178.

161

Hendriksen, Exposition to Paul's Epistle to the Romans, 406.

59

with the te,leion., “the perfect,” which is ethically adequate and complete.162 All that are
good, acceptable, and perfect are needed in order to live a holy and fulfilled life.
The apostle was conscious of the widespread use of this category in Greek
thought, and of the equivalent concept in the Old Testament. Te,leioj has thus the force
of “having attained the end purpose, complete, perfect” will of God.
1 Corinthians 13:10. The adjective to. te,leion is nominative neuter singular; its
only occurrence in the nominative case in 1 Cor 13:10 suggests that to. te,leion acts as
subject in the verse. The apostle thus explains in 13:10 that when to. te,leion (the perfect)
comes, what is partial will come to an end. Robert L. Thomas contends that to. te,leion
draws upon the idea of “reaching the end” and sometimes means “complete” or “mature.”
Moreover, a choice between these three meanings depends on the subject discussed.
Thus, when various possibilities are weighed in v. 10, the great likelihood is that Paul’s
meaning of to.te,leion is “mature.”163 Raymond F. Collins argues that to. te,leion
provides a sharp contrast with to. evk me,rouj “the partial.” He thus suggests that to. te,leion
in English can either be rendered as “the end” or “the perfect.” Given the eschatological
thrust of the pericope, it seems useful to render the Greek with the word “end.”164
Dominating the comparison between love and the Corinthians’ spiritual gifts is the
contrast between the present and the eschatological future. The apostle’s previous
teaching about “the present form of this world” that “is passing away” (1 Cor 7:31) and
“the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:10) that will finally be realized at the coming of Christ
will have been sufficiently familiar to the Corinthians that the apostle can simply allude
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to it in 1 Cor 13:10. Thus, to. te,leion certainly refers to the “perfect” Christ coming at
the end of ages.165
Te,leion, understood from this backdrop, whether as mature or perfect, suggests a
contrasting meaning, such as mature as opposed to immature or perfect as opposed to
imperfect. The meaning, therefore, is derived within the context of a word meaning its
opposite.
Semantic analysis of te,leioj in Romans 12:2
and 1 Corinthians 13:10
Romans 12:2. In Rom 12:2, when the apostle Paul talks about the te,leioj the
focus is on what is true in God’s sight. The apostle perhaps seeks to remind the believers
that the transformation wrought in them by the renewal of the mind is pleasing to God.
When the mind is renewed and the whole life changed, then the will of God is perfectly
fulfilled for this is its grand design in reference to every human being. In his comments
on Rom 12. Barnes argues that the word “conformed” properly means to put on the form,
fashion, or appearance of another. It may refer to anything pertaining to the habit,
manner, dress, or style of living of others.166 Thus, the word means free from defect,
stain, or injury and that which has all its parts complete or which is not disproportionate.
The apostle warns the disciples of Christ against reviving usages that He has abolished.
The world that now is—the present state of things—is as much opposed to the spirit of
genuine Christianity as the world that existed in Paul’s day, filled with pride, luxury,
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vanity, extravagance in dress, and riotous living. These worldly habits are unworthy to a
Christian’s pursuit and are hateful in the sight of God.167
1 Corinthians 13:10. Commentators have several interpretations for to te,leion in
1 Cor 13:10.168 Some believe Paul meant Christian maturity, while others think he was
thinking of the Christian canon of Scripture, which when completed would do away with
the partial form of charismatic revelation.169 According to Gregory J. Lockwood, the
context of 1 Cor 13:10 indicates that the apostle is speaking about perfection in the
“eschaton.” Therefore, the expression “that which is complete” is eschatological and
needs to be seen in the light of the apostle’s usage of its cognate, te,loj, “the end” in
1 Cor 1:8 and 1 Cor 15:24.170
As previously noted, those who believe Paul referred to Christian maturity in
1 Cor 13:10 also point to Eph 4:13. 171 Walter L. Liefeld is of the opinion that te,leiovn in
Eph 4:13 means maturity, which, he argues, is defined as the whole measure of the
fullness of Christ.172 According to Gordon Fee, “even though Paul says ‘we know in
part,’ the emphasis is not on the immaturity of the Corinthians, but on the relative nature
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of the gifts. This is demonstrated (1) by the [gar] that ties it to v. 8, where it is said of
these gifts that they will pass away, not that the Corinthians need to grow up, and (2) by
the clause ‘we prophesy in part,’ which makes sense only as having to do with the
prophecies, not with the prophets.173 In Greek usage te,leioj in Col 1:28 could denote the
quality of sacrificial victims, entire and without blemish, and is so used of the passover
lamb in Exod 12:5. Consequently, by natural implication and by appealing to the
principle of the analogy of Scripture, te,leioj could denote as well the equivalent quality
of moral character, of which blameless Noah was a classic example.174
Summary
Of the 101 occurrences of the stem te,loj and its derivatives in the New
Testament, the adjective te,leioj occurs once in the nominative form in Matt 5:48, and
twice in the neuter form in Rom 12:2 and 1 Cor 13:10 as related to God, His actions, and
attributes. Matthew 5:48 reveals the completeness of a loving God who commands and
enables His followers to have an undivided commitment to love those who do not love
them in return. In Rom 12:2, God warns His followers to shun the corruptions of this
world, which are antithetical to His perfect will. Finally, 1 Cor 13:10 clearly shows the
contrast between sinfulness and sinlessness; the sinner and the sinless; the imperfect and
the perfect.
Having provided a contextual, exegetical, and semantic analysis of the word
“integrity” as related to God, His actions, and/or attributes in the Old Testament,
Septuagint, and New Testament, what biblical and theological meaning could be assigned
to the word “integrity”?
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Biblical and Theological Meaning of the Words ~ymiT' (OT),
a;mwmoj (LXX), and te,leioj (NT) in the Bible
The contextual, exegetical, and semantic analysis of the words ~ymiT', a;mwmoj, and
te,leioj as related to God, His actions, and/or attributes yielded an enlightened
background for ascertaining their meaning.
The five predicates’ usages of ~ymiT' as related to God in the Old Testament
describe the nouns preceding them. Deuteronomy 32:4 introduces God as the “rock”
whose work is ~ymiT'. Other phrases of this verse explain this assertion; all His ways are
just, God is a faithful God who does no wrong, He is upright and just. God’s perfection is
an attribute of who He is as a person and it involves ethical qualities like justice and
uprightness rather than properties that would indulge selfish human desire and pleasure.
As David A. Hubbard points out, perfection in the Old Testament is maintaining right
relationship to God, the standard and judge of perfection, whose ways are perfect (Deut
32:4; Ps 18:30).175 Second Samuel 22:31 acknowledges the way of God as ~ymiT'; Job
37:16 reminds us that the works of God are ~ymiT'. In Ps 18:30, His way is ~ymiT'; and
finally in Ps 19:7, the law of the Lord is ~ymiT'.
In the LXX a;mwmoj found in 2 Sam 22:31 and Ps 18:30 suggests that God’s way
of life or conduct is flawless and without blemish. The three occurrences of a;mwmoj as
related to God in the Septuagint make Him the subject of the clause; God therefore is
a;mwmoj.
In the New Testament, the three occurrences of te,leioj as related to God reveal
that His admonition in Matt 5:44 to love one’s enemy empowers us ultimately to obey
His commands to be te,leioj as He is te,leioj (v. 48). In 1 Cor 13:10, the apostle Paul
explains that when the te,leioj comes, that which is me,rouj (in part) will come to an end.
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This points out that what is present is only a part of the whole that is yet to come. In Rom
12:2, the apostle admonished believers not to conform to this world, but rather to have a
renewed mind, which is the te,leioj will of God.
A survey of the usages of these words in the OT, LXX, and NT has shown that
besides those related to God there are other references that apply to people, things, or
ideas. Therefore, in the Old Testament, the word ~ymiT' applies to animals, human beings,
and objects or abstract things. In Exod 12:5, ~ymiT' refers to the physical condition of the
sacrificial animal which was to be healthy and without blemish. Furthermore, it applied
to abstract things as in Exod 26:24; the frames of the two corners and the sides of the
tabernacles were to be ~ymiT' or well-fitted and without fault.
In Ezek 28:15, the contrast is shown between the king of Tyre’s original ~ymiT' and
his subsequent corruption. Psalm 119:80 addresses the integrity of the human heart; thus,
the clause ~ymiT' yBiäl-i yhi(y> could be translated as “let my inner man or heart become sound
or complete.”
In the LXX, a;mwmoj and its related forms are used in relation to the quality of the
animals to be sacrificed. Thus, in Lev 1:3, the burnt-offering sacrifice was to be without
spot. In Prov 11:5, the clause dikaiosu,nh avmw,mouj, “the righteousness of the blameless,”
suggests that the blameless choose to reflect the righteousness of God. Therefore, this
kind of righteousness is without flaw. In Ezek 46:6, the young bullock required for
sacrifice was to be a;mwmoj or “without blemish.”
In the New Testament, te,leioj is used in Matt 19:21 in Jesus’ admonition to the
rich young ruler. He was to sell all his belongings to the benefit of the poor if he wished
to be te,leioj or perfect. The young man believed he had kept the commandments since
childhood, but when he was put to the test, he failed to prove that he was te,leioj or
complete as he claimed. In Eph 5:27, the apostle reflects on the state of the church at the
parousia, a church that is a;mwmoj (without blemish). The context of Jas 3:2 shows that the
issue is not sinless perfection, but commitment. He is a te,leioj man, not because he is
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sinless, but because he is able to keep his body in check. What is then the meaning of

~ymiT' (OT), a;mwmoj (LXX), and te,leioj (NT)?
In the light of the preceding contextual, exegetical, and semantic analyses of ~ymiT',
a;mwmoj, and te,leioj as related to God, His actions, and/or attributes and to human beings,
animals, and abstract things, one can safely conclude that each of these contexts does not
in any way suggest sinless perfection. The apostle Paul denies that he is perfect (te,leioo).
It is clear that he is not complete as he tries to measure up with Christ, who alone is
perfect or complete. Thus, it is safe to conclude with Ernest Klein that the adjective ~ymiT'
means whole, sound, healthful (when applied to people), and without blemish (when
applied to sacrificial animals). When the adjective used is neuter, it means what is
complete or true. When the adjective used is a noun, it means a man of integrity.176
Amwmoj and/or te,leioj in the Bible mean complete, whole, having integrity, unblemished,
without spot, and/or unadulterated.
Since these adjectives apply to God, His actions, and/or attributes, it suffices to
conclude without hesitation that He is a being of integrity. The historical survey on the
issue of lying to save life referred to in the previous chapter has shown divergent views
on the issue. Some hold that God condones lying to save life; on the other hand, there are
those who hold that He does not. The divergence of opinions resulting from unbiblical
assumptions challenges the view of the integrity of God.
It appears that Geisler’s and Kaiser’s conclusions on the interpretation of Exod
1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 represent the two divergent views mentioned above. The
arguments that sometimes a lie could be justified and that God on some occasions
condones a lie definitely challenge the view of His integrity. Although some scholars
have argued that God used deceptive and dubious methods to achieve His purposes; this
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study in its contextual, exegetical, and semantic analysis of ~ymiT', a;mwmoj, and te,leioj as
related to God, His actions, and attributes in the Bible has so far yielded no biblical
ground for such a claim. Consequently, with the biblical meaning of the word integrity as
related to God well established, the view of His blameless and perfect integrity has been
brought to light in the preceding analysis. Therefore, the Bible apparently shows no
evidence that God is faulty in His dealings with human beings, at least as far as the
meaning of the word ~ymiT' as related to Him is concerned.
In order to take my claim that God does not use deceit to achieve His purpose one
step farther, it seems imperative to expand this investigation beyond the meaning of the
word ~ymiT' in the Bible to other biblical attributes of God. Analysis of such attributes as
truthfulness, holiness, trustworthiness, and mercy/justice would provide the platform to
examine the character of God and confirm that He is a being of integrity. Consequently,
this analysis presents conclusive evidences that God does not use deceit to achieve His
purposes.
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CHAPTER III
BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF CERTAIN
ATTRIBUTES OF GOD: MORAL AND RELATIONAL
As established in the previous chapter, the word ~ymiT' means whole, sound,
healthful, and flawless as it relates to God, His actions, and/or attributes. The same
meaning is applied to humans empowered by God. The term means without blemish or
spotless when applied to sacrificial animals. One of the main thrusts of this study
concerns clarifications of the integrity of God resulting from the following accusation: (1)
condoning lies in certain circumstances1 and (2) using deceit to achieve His purpose.2
Since a review of the previous chapters has established that God is a being of
integrity, the current chapter moves one step further by examining certain attributes of
God that will provide additional evidence in dismissing the charge that God uses deceit to
achieve His purpose or is flexible when He condones lies on certain occasions.
The argument that God is a being of integrity would require that additional
attributes directly connected to Him as a being of integrity be examined. Far from being
exhaustive, the biblical and theological analysis of such attributes as truthfulness,
trustworthiness, holiness, and mercifulness will show that the God of the Bible does not
use deceit to achieve His purpose (contra Prouser). The charge of deception as part of
God’s worldview would contradict the biblical understanding of these attributes of God.
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These moral and relational attributes are analyzed below in turn in the subsequent
sections.
Moral Attributes
Truthfulness
A number of biblical texts, such as Num 23:19, 1 Sam 15:29, Ps 92:15, and Mal
3:6, portray God as the only being who is incapable of lying. On the other hand, verses
like 1 Kgs 22:20-23, Jer 20:7, Ezek 14:9, and 2 Thess 2:11-12 seem (according to critics)
to undermine the truthfulness of God. However, an examination of these verses in context
from Old and New Testament reveals the portrait of a truthful God.
Biblical Basis
Old Testament
Scripture in general is an expression of God’s truth and law. In the Old Testament
it frequently condemns lying and labels it as hateful to God. For example, Leviticus
warns against stealing, dealing falsely, or lying to one another.3 A lying tongue is among
the seven things that are an abomination to God.4 Proverbs 30:5 states: “Every word of
God is pure; He is a shield to those who take refuge in Him.” This means the word of
God is as pure as He is Himself. Consequently, to be a shield calls for truthfulness and
trustworthiness.
One of the passages that seem discordant with other biblical passages that deal
with God’s truthfulness is 1 Kgs 22:22-23, “And the Lord said to him, How? And he
said, ‘I will go out and be a deceiving spirit in the mouth of all his prophets.’ Then He
said, ‘You are to entice him and also prevail. Go and do so.’ Now therefore, behold, the
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Lord has put a deceiving spirit in the mouth of all these your prophets; and the Lord has
proclaimed disaster against you.”
As king of Israel, Ahab intented to wage war against the Arameans and asked
Jehoshaphat to join him. However, Jehoshaphat, the king of Judah, insisted they first seek
counsel from the Lord. Consequently, King Ahab gathered four hundred men around him
to endorse his action in the conflict and to predict the success he wanted to hear. He was
not interested in the message of truth, but finally admitted, “There is yet one man by
whom we may inquire of the Lord, but I hate him, because he does not prophesy good
concerning me, but evil. He is Micaiah son of Imlah.” Ahab’s reaction shows that he had
preconceived ideas; he was not interested in the truth. He despised Micaiah, the true
prophet of God, and chose to surround himself with four hundred lying prophets who
pleased him (1 Kgs 22:8).
By this act, he rejected the truth while taking pleasure in lies. Through the prophet
Elijah, the Lord had already pronounced judgment upon Ahab for the death of Naboth:
“Have you murdered, and also taken possession? And you shall speak to him, saying,
Thus says the Lord, In the place where the dogs licked up the blood of Naboth the dogs
shall lick up your blood, even yours” (1 Kgs 21:19). Like Elijah, Micaiah truthfully
foretells Ahab’s death and the defeat of Israel, but Ahab despises the truth: “Did I not tell
you that he would not prophesy good concerning me, but evil?” (1 Kgs 22:18). God
disclosed the truth to Ahab. He was given many opportunities to repent, but he chose
what was pleasing to him. Ahab had every possible occasion to reject the lying spirits and
accept the true message from God, but he did not.
In 1 Sam 22:15, Micaiah bids the king of Israel to go to war and be successful.
Was the prophet lying at first by espousing a view similar to that of the four hundred
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false prophets? Some commentators suggest that Micaiah spoke ironically.5 Daniel I.
Block calls for another look at the oracle against the backdrop of both the Old Testament
and extra-biblical oracular prophecy.6 After comparing Judg 18:5-6 and 1 Kgs 22:5-6,
Block makes three arguments to convey the ambiguity of the oracle. First, “from the
outset it is not clear that Yahweh is the deity involved. Second, the prophets do not
specify whom the deity will deliver, and it is not clear whom the Lord will deliver into
the king’s hands. Third, the prophets do not identify the king into whose hands
whatever/whoever the Lord will deliver.”7
However, a closer look at 1 Kgs 22:15a—“When he [Micaiah] came to the king,
the king said to him,”—shows that the city and the king referred to in v. 15b could only
be Ramoth-Gilead and King Ahab respectively.
I cannot agree more with Matthew Henry; this is sarcasm. Micaiah knew that the
king hated him (1 Kgs 22:8). The prophet simply uttered what the king wanted to hear,
yet something in the prophet’s demeanor must have reflected his sarcasm. Harris argues
that Ahab readily recognized Micaiah’s insincerity and gave him a second crucial
injunction that dramatically changed the course of the conversation.8 Block also observes
something striking in the narrative when he queries, “Was there something in their tone
or demeanour that betrayed insincerity?”9 He further notes, “Whether it was sarcasm in
his voice or a non-verbal declaration, something about Micaiah’s utterance
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communicated an insecurity that not even his strong affirmation had convinced him.”10
This certainly explains why in v. 16 the king adjured the prophet to tell the truth. The
king’s injunction presupposes that he knew that Micaiah’s statement was not true; it was
a message of deception similar to what the four hundred prophets prophesied. The king’s
response in v. 16 suggests that at some level in his consciousness, Ahab was aware that
what the four hundred prophets told him was not true.11
Concerning the lying spirits, Matthew Henry further contends that there are
malicious and lying spirits which go about continually seeking to deceive and destroy.
These spirits put lies into the mouths of prophets to entice many to their destruction. It is
not without divine permission that the devil deceives people, and even thereby God
serves His own purpose as judgment falls on those who hate His strength.12 The argument
is that Satan does the deception, and God allows His created beings freedom of choice.
Bible versions translate differently the Hebrew word hT,p;y> in 1 Kgs 22:20 as
“entice” (NIV, NAU, NAS, JPS, NRSV), “persuade” (KJV, NKJV, DRB), and “deceive”
(LXE). hT,p;y> in 1 Kgs 22:20 is best translated as “persuade”;13 since the use of the piel
suggests that someone besides the questioner does the deceiving. Then, God’s question,
“Who will persuade Ahab to go up?” makes sense in the overall context. In 1 Kgs 22:23,
the Lord put a deceiving spirit in the mouth of these prophets. The word used for
“deceiving” is rq,v, instead of hT,p;y>. The action verb “to put” in v. 23 suggests that the
deceiving spirit was not of the Lord. The verb !t:Ün" implies that God gave them up to their
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own desires. Inasmuch as Ahab refused to obey God’s instructions, he readily embraced
deception for which God was not necessarily responsible. A similar reasoning could be
said of the betrayal of Jesus. The psalmist predicted the betrayal in these terms: “Even my
close friend, in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has lifted up his heel against me” (Ps
41:9). Judas by his own choice fulfilled the prophecy; he chose not to accept God’s truth
which was so clearly demonstrated in the life of Christ.
Two passages of Scripture, referring to the numbering of the children of Israel
from Dan to Beersheba, outline the earlier argument that Satan does the deception. On the
one hand, 2 Sam 24:1-2 states, “Now again the anger of the LORD burned against Israel,
and it incited David against them to say, ‘Go, number Israel and Judah.’ And the king
said to Joab the commander of the army who was with him, Go about now through all the
tribes of Israel, from Dan to Beersheba, and register the people, that I may know the
number of the people.” On the other hand, 1 Chr 21:1-2 states, “Then Satan stood up
against Israel and moved David to number Israel. So David said to Joab and to the
princes of the people, Go, number Israel from Beersheba even to Dan, and bring me word
that I may know their number.” It is evident from these two passages that Satan and not
God does the deception. A related incident in Job 1 reveals that when the sons of God
came to present themselves before the Lord, Satan also came among them (Job 1:6). Then
God’s statement to Satan, “Behold, all that he [Job] has is in your [Satan] power, only do
not put forth your [Satan’s] hand on him [Job]” (Job 1:12), shows that Satan and not God
is responsible for his demise.14
The narrative of 1 Kgs 22 suggests that God was not in any way engaged in
deceitful behavior. The judgment was already pronounced on Ahab when he murdered
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Naboth to own his vineyard (1 Kgs 21:19).15 Ahab is deluded into thinking that with
Yahweh’s help he will regain Ramoth-Gilead.16 Consequently, when the prophet Micaiah
appeared to him, Ahab had yet another opportunity to reject the deceiving spirits.
Inasmuch as he did not accept the truth conveyed through the prophet Micaiah, it follows
that by rejecting the truth he was accepting the deceiving spirit. While this does not make
God responsible for the deceiving spirit, God gave him freedom of choice to listen to lies
or listen to truth through the prophet. Micaiah’s response to Ahab in 1 Kgs 22:28, “If you
indeed return safely the Lord has not spoken by me,” shows evidently that he was a true
prophet sent from God. Thus, a God in whom there is no lie (1 Sam 15:29) only utters a
sure word to His prophet (1 Kgs 22:19-23). God did not lead Ahab into sin; Ahab had
already determined what he intended to do. Ahab wanted religious permission to pursue
his own course of action. He rejected God’s truth and ultimately became responsible for
the deaths of the majority of God’s people (1 Kgs 19:14, 10). Block thus concludes that
the delusion is not the result of divine lie, but the effect of the work of Yahweh on his ear
and his mind so that when he hears his prophets pronounce an ambiguous oracle (from
Yahweh) he puts his confidence in a mistaken interpretation. In the end, his interpretation
proves to be not merely irrelevant but wrong. Tragically, for Ahab, the course of events
was determined not by the recipient of the oracle but by the one who inspired it.17
Jeremiah 4:10; 20:7; and Ezek 14:9 record other cases of God’s so-called
association with deception. “Then I said, Ah, Lord God! Surely Thou hast utterly
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deceived this people and Jerusalem, saying, You will have peace; whereas a sword
touches the throat” (Jer 4:10). “O Lord, Thou hast deceived me and I was deceived; Thou
hast overcome me and prevailed. I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone
mocks me” (Jer 20:7). Do Jer 4:10 and Jer 20:7 affirm that God deceives people? Or
could these be the prophet’s complaints to God in moments of deep despair? A reading of
Exod 5:22 and Job 11:11 seems to point in that direction, as in these passages the
Israelites attribute their misfortune to God, even though He is not responsible for it.
Concerning the complaints of Jeremiah in Jer 4:10 and 20:7, Jack R. Lundbom
argues that Jer 1:6-7 is a recollection of Jeremiah’s call, his demur, and Yahweh’s
dismissive response.18 With the fall of Samaria, the impending doom of the southern
kingdom was “at our gullet” (Jer 4:10). Accordingly, J. A. Thompson thinks that
Jeremiah had a deep conviction that God was sovereign and would work out His
purposes. Therefore, “rather we must see in such an utterance, not so much a considered
judgment, but the spontaneous reaction of a man who felt deeply about the tragedies of
life, whether his own or those of others. The same tendency recurs in Jeremiah’s later
outpourings of soul before God.”19
In Jer 20:7 Jeremiah gives voice to his perplexity using the approach of a psalm of
complaint, with an introductory address to God which describes the trouble in which the
prophet finds himself.20 The Hebrew verb hT,äp; occurs in Exod 22:16 (Judg 16: 5) in a law
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regarding sexual seduction. 21 This verb does not, however, refer to “deceit,” for Yahweh
did nothing deceptive in calling the young Jeremiah into divine service.22 In Jer 20:7, the
verb hT,äp; is repeated twice in different conjugations, the first as piel and the second as
niphal. Francis Brown suspects that the root originally conveyed the idea of “to be
spacious” or “wide,” and then “to be open-minded” or naïve; thus it came to indicate “to
be deceived.”23 John Mackay argues that it is unlikely that “deceive” is the correct
interpretation in the verse because the Lord had never withheld from the prophet the sort
of reception he would encounter (cf. Jer 1:6, 17-18). Therefore, “persuade” seems to
translate the idea best. Jeremiah expressed strong reservations about his suitability and
capacity (Jer 1:6), but the Lord persuaded him; in other words, he overcame his initial
reluctance.24 Therefore, the language of persuasion rather than deception seems to be the
case in Jer 20:7.
Ezekiel 14:9 reads: “But if the prophet is prevailed upon to speak a word, it is I,
the Lord, who have prevailed upon that prophet, and I will stretch out My hand against
him and destroy him from among My people Israel.” This provides a clearer picture of
the meaning of the Hebrew word hT,äp;.. Several Bible versions translate the word hT,äp;
differently; as a result, the word hT,äp; in Ezek 14:9 is rendered as “enticed” (JPS, NIV),
“deceived” (KJV), “caused to err” (LXX), “prevailed” (NAU, NAS), “seduced” (DRB,
LSG). While Ezek 14:5 suggests that the Israelites have turned away from God, v. 8
reveals that they will be cut off from among God’s people. In rejecting God, the Israelites
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similarly chose false prophets to feed their souls. The promises of blessings for obedience
and curses for disobedience in Deut 28 become a reality in this passage. Consequently,
W. H. Brownlee contends that in Ezek 14:9, God punished the apostate nation by
granting them false prophets who led them to their doom.25
While some still perceive God as a deceiver26 who punishes sin with sin,27 others
argue that the real possibility of obedience was open to the prophet since there was a
clear word of Yahweh forbidding idolatry, such as in Deut 13:1-5, and this should have
warned him against any communication with idolaters.28 However, the Old Testament
frame of mind makes God responsible for everything, either good or bad. An example of
such is Isa 45:7: “The One forming light and creating darkness, causing well-being and
creating calamity; I am the Lord who does all these.”
Ezekiel 13:2 provides the background for a better understanding of the meaning
of the word “entice” in Ezek 14:9. The Lord tells Ezekiel to prophesy against the
prophets of Israel. They prophesy through illusions, and not visions. What they say does
not come true, and they claim that what they say comes from God when it does not. They
deceive the people who look to them for guidance. When the people are deceived, they
cast the blame on God. The Lord condemns these prophets and will remove them from
among His people. God not only set forth His truth of impending judgment, He also
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identified and denounced the false prophets of Israel whom the people foolishly respected
and revered. God revealed that such false prophets prophesied from their own inspiration,
even though they presented their message as originating from Him (Ezek 13:2).
When Ezek 14:9 is put into its proper context, one observes that God deceives no
one, but rather punishes those who deceive others or who allow themselves to be
deceived. He allows deception to take place when people choose to turn away from Him
or when people voluntarily or involuntarily reject Him. As in 1 Kgs 22, God openly
presented His truth as well as exposed the source of falsehood. Anyone who then chose to
ignore God’s instructions, replacing them with the teachings of the false prophets, stood
in active opposition to God and would receive the just consequences of rebellious actions.
God exposes all lies and liars by His truth.29
In a pattern analogous to 1 Kgs 22, God addressed those who would yet choose to
rebel against Him and seek the word of false prophets. As with the prophetic
announcement of Ahab’s doom, God proclaimed beforehand what would result. God did
not deceive by hiding the truth, neither could it be argued that God led anyone to sin. As
was true for Ahab, those of Ezekiel’s day who refused God’s warning and chose instead
to consort with false prophets continued in the established inclination of their sinful
hearts. Such individuals would seek the false prophets even though specifically
forewarned by God not to do so. What they use to replace God’s truth will eventually
become the instrument of judgment God will use against them.30 Another text that
deserves our attention is 2 Thess 2:11-12.
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New Testament
The God of the New Testament is also known to us as the God of truth. As John
puts it, “I am the way, and the truth” (John 14:6) and “This is eternal life, that they may
know Thee, the only true God” (John 17:3). Revelation 15:3 echoes the same thought:
“Great and marvelous are Thy works, O Lord God, the Almighty; righteous and true are
Thy ways, Thou King of the nations.” Therefore, to despise the truth is to despise God
whose very being and nature are truth.31 The word of God is as pure as He is Himself. A
reading of Rom 3:4; Titus 1:2; Heb 6:18; and Jas 1:17-18 shows that God alone is
incapable of lying.
In the New Testament, 2 Thess 2:11-12 is another passage that seemingly portrays
God as a deceiver. The apostle Paul states, “And for this reason God will send upon them
a deluding influence so that they might believe what is false, in order that they all may be
judged who did not believe the truth, but took pleasure in wickedness.” The issue of
deception is more or less similar to the verses in 1 Kgs 22:20, Jer 4:10; 20:7 and Ezek
14:9.
Second Thessalonians 2:8, 9 provides the contextual background for
understanding vv. 11 and 12. Accordingly, in 2 Thess 2:8 the lawless one will be revealed
and destroyed by the splendor of the coming of the Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ.
The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of the dragon, the old
Serpent, Satan (v. 9). Accordingly, God may use Satan as part of His judgment on
rebellion.32 God uses people’s rebellion as a judgment against them. By their own free
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will they chose to rebel.33 Thus, 2 Thessalonians depicts the man of lawlessness as
coming in one accord with the activity of Satan (2 Thess 2:9), as well as all deception of
wickedness (2:10). One would expect a continuation of Satan’s role in empowering such
a person. Instead, the Apostle Paul switches to God as the sender of the evne,rgeian
pla,nhj.34 The finite and transitive verb pe,mpei underscores the fact that the deluding
influence is, in fact, sent; it will not merely result from an outworking of related events. 35
Harris thus concludes that for God to send some element of deception is not exactly
equivalent to active deception by God. He sends someone or something which deceives.
He Himself is not named as the deceiver.36 In both Testaments, there is no indication that
God is a deceiver or uses deceit to achieve His purpose.
Theological Understanding
Given the cultural climate in today’s society, we experience the widespread
rejection of absolute truth and especially biblical truth. If biblical truth is undermined, it
logically follows that the truthfulness of God would be undermined as well. But evidence
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from both Old and New Testaments has refuted that argument. There is no biblical
ground for God’s untruthfulness.
Truthfulness as an attribute of God is well established in both Old and New
Testaments. God is truthful because in Him, Scripture says, there is no lie. The Apostle
Paul reiterates: “Let God be found true, though every man be found a liar” (Rom 3:4).
Robert L. Reymond remarks that God’s truth is infinite, eternal, and unchangeable.37 The
God of the Bible is the one living and true God. To talk about the true certainly implies
the false that Scriptures appropriately describe by the word “lies.”38 Consequently, truth
and lies are depicted in their final, metaphysical, and theological senses. The biblical God
is the true God; by contrast, all the gods of this world are “lies” or false gods conjured up
by godless or immoral persons of darkened understanding who reject the true God’s
revelation of Himself in nature.39Accordingly, as Job 37:19 states, “God is perfect in
knowledge” and as such, as Wayne Grudem argues, God’s truthfulness thus means that
He is the true God, and that all His knowledge and words are true and the final standard
of truth.40 God reveals what He is by what He does. His righteousness is known to us
because he rules the world in righteousness and justice. Whatever God does, is by
definition, righteous.41
Because we are finite beings, we must not say that a being must conform to our
idea of what God should be like in order to be the true God, for we are mere creatures; we
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cannot define what the true God must be like. It must be God Himself who has the perfect
idea of what the true God should be like. He has revealed it repeatedly in Scripture, as Jer
10:10 states, “But the Lord is the true God; He is the living God and the everlasting
King.” To say that God knows all things and that His knowledge is perfect (Job 37:16) is
to say that He is never mistaken in His perception and understanding of the world. All
that He knows and thinks is true; God alone has the correct understanding of reality. Thus
for finite creatures to think or speak truthfully, they must reflect the character of God
because He is truth and the standard for truth, which is revealed in Scripture.
God’s truth is firmly grounded in His immutable nature; it is not a construction of
humans, nor is it variable or relative, or dependent on social or cultural conditions. Thus,
what God knows and tells us in His word is perfect and absolute truth.42
Some theologians contend that God’s and man’s knowledge of truth is such that
man’s knowledge of truth will never be more than an analogy of God’s knowledge of
truth. The argument is that man will never unequivocally know anything as God knows. I
must disagree with Calvin who contends that God speaks sparingly of His essence.
Calvin mistakenly thinks that God’s form of speaking does not so much express clearly
what He is as accommodate the knowledge of Him to our slight capacity so that we may
understand it.43 Because of the weakness of humanity, Calvin believes “the description of
him [God] that is given to us must be accommodated to our capacity so that we may
understand it. Now the mode of accommodation is for Him to represent Himself to us not
as He is in Himself, but as He seems to us.”44 Accordingly, for Robert Reymond, Calvin
is erroneously expressing God’s impassibility. Calvin maintains that God could not
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provide us a univocal verbal depiction of Himself as He is in Himself because of our
finitude. Thus we possess at best only a finite representation of God; we understand Him
only as He seems to us and not as He is in Himself.45 Contrary to Calvin, we can know on
the basis of God’s verbal self-revelation many things about Him in the same sense that
He knows them. The biblical claim that God is immutable (Heb 13:8) in no way suggests
that God is impassible. Throughout Scripture, God is vehemently involved in the lives of
His creatures.
One such theologian who agrees with Calvin is Cornelius Van Til who argues that
all human predication is analogical re-interpretation of God’s pre-interpretation. Thus, the
incomprehensibility of God must be taught with respect to any revelational proposition.46
He further states,”When the Christian restates the content of Scriptural revelation in the
form of a system, such system is based upon and therefore analogous to the existential
system that God Himself possesses. Being based upon God’s revelation it is, on the one
hand, fully true and, on the other, at no point identical with the content of the divine
mind.”47 In John 12:49 Jesus Himself rejects both Calvin’s and Van Til’s argument that
we can only know God as He seems to us rather than as He really is in Himself: “For I
did not speak on My own initiative, but the Father Himself who sent Me has given Me
commandments, what to say, and what to speak. And I know that His commandment is
eternal life; therefore the things I speak, I speak just as the Father has told Me.” He who
proclaimed Himself as the truth revealed to us that God is truth.
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Theologians who hold Calvin’s view promote the idea that truth cannot be
attained or known. To suggest that truth is relative or cannot be known is to defeat the
purpose for the coming of the Son of God. “For this I have been born, and for this I have
come into the world, to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My
voice” (John 18:37).
Conclusion
In the Bible, there are records of human lies, depravities, and unfaithfulness as
well as stories of faithfulness and truthfulness. Often human depravities have been
emphasized by men at the expense of the positive attributes of truthfulness so cherished
in Scripture. A contextual reading of 1 Kgs 22:20-23, Jer 20:7, Ezek 14:9, and 2 Thess
2:11-12 suggests that God indeed does not lie, neither does He recommend deception or
lies. There is no biblical evidence that God uses or recommends deceit.
I have established so far, through biblical evidence, that God is truthful. The next
attribute under consideration is holiness. The God of integrity who is truthful and
trustworthy must be holy as well.
Holiness48
Is the God of the Bible holy or does He have moral purity? No other word in
Scripture is more distinctly divine in its origin and meaning than the word holy. Holiness
is a conception of God that is often difficult to define. In the words of John Morley it is
“the deepest of all the words that defy definition.”49 The word holy is the most intimately
divine word in the Bible; it is that in God which marks Him off as God. To say that He is
holy is to say that He is God. Thus in Scripture, holiness is one of the fundamental
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attributes of God that conditions and qualifies all other attributes.50 The Bible presents
several images of the holiness of God. It abounds in ascription to the holiness of God in
contrast to the sinful deities of paganism and the foul gods of the false religions of the
day. The God of the Bible, as shown below, is consistently represented as holy.
The problem with defining the word holy is made more difficult because in the
Bible the word holy is used in more than one way. First, it is associated with the idea of
purity or absence from stain, perfect, and immaculate in every detail. Second, it is
connected with the idea of being separate. The ancient root word for holy means “to cut”
or “to separate.”51 My analysis of this attribute in both Testaments further dispels the
charge that He uses deceit to achieve His purpose.
Biblical Basis
Old Testament
The Old Testament word for holy is vAdq' and for holiness vd;q. The verb vd,qo is
derived from a Semitic root meaning to cut off or to separate. It signifies that which is
marked off, separated, withdrawn from ordinary use.52 The foundational significance of
holiness is underscored in the biblical passages where God’s presence is revealed. For
example, in Moses’ first encounter with God, He revealed His holiness. “Then He said,
Do not come near here; remove your sandals from your feet, for the place on which you
are standing is holy ground” (Exod 3:5). The use of the word holy in the Old Testament
appears to confirm its relationship to separation. It points to the infinite distance that
separates Him from every creature. He is exalted infinitely above everything else. Thus,
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when the Bible calls God holy, it means that God is transcendentally separate; He is the
holy “other.”53
The Hebrew root vdq occurs 842 times in the Old Testament with significant
concentration found in the books of Leviticus (152), Ezekiel (105), and Exodus (102).54
This explains the high emphasis on the holiness of God in the narrative sections of these
books. Things that are holy are set apart, separated from the rest. Nothing is holy in itself;
only the holy God who is holy in Himself can consecrate or sanctify something or
someone. In the niphal, God is the only subject; He shows Himself to be holy by
manifesting His unchangeable divine holiness before Israel (Exod 29:43) and the nations
(Ezek 20:41; 28:22, 25; 36:23; 38:16; 39:27).55 Thus, when the holy God touches
something, it changes from common to uncommon, to something special, different, and
apart from the other. It is God who transfers things into the category of holy. All holy
things in the Scipture have only derived holiness. This derived holiness arises out of a
right relationship to God, the holy One. Thus, certain places are described in Scripture as
holy, such as Jerusalem (Isa 52:1), Zion (Isa 27:13), the camp of Israel (Deut 23:14), and
heaven (Isa 57:15). In addition, certain things are described as holy like the tabernacle,
which houses both the Holy place and the Holy of Holies (Exod 26:33). Certain times and
seasons are also designated as holy, for instance, the Sabbath (Gen 2:3; Exod 20:8) and
the annual festivals (Lev 23).
This kind of holiness has nothing to do with moral and spiritual purity. It refers to
the fact that they are consecrated or set apart. The narrative of God’s revelation to Moses
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and Israel reaches its climax by an awesome restatement of the same truth. The flame of
holiness that burned in the bush becomes an awesome mountain of fire blazing up into
heaven, another revelation of His holiness (Exod 19).56 The picture of God in Genesis
certainly makes the case for that transcendent God creator of the world, but the Bible
unfolds even more of His character as God begins to reveal His holiness in the context of
Exodus Sinai’s events. This holiness encompasses His sovereignty, His immanence, and
His moral character. On Mount Sinai, God told Israel His high ideal for them as His holy
people. Exodus 19:6 states, “You shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.
These are the words that you shall speak to the sons of Israel.” They were to be holy as
He is holy (Lev 11:44). The New Testament also expresses the holiness of God.
New Testament
The New Testament time builds on the holiness of God already established in the
Old Testament. Everett F. Harrison remarks, “The lesser emphasis in the New Testament
is readily accounted for on the assumption that the massive presentation under the Old
Testament is accepted as underlying presupposition.”57 Although in the New Testament
the idea of the holiness of God as a divine attribute is emphasized somewhat less than in
the Old Testament, yet it is everywhere presupposed. God’s holiness appears at decisive
points in the New Testament as the revealing and saving work of Christ unfolds in a new
and living way the name and character of God.58
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As seen in the Old Testament, holiness is the basis for all other attributes of God;
this accounts for the New Testament emphasis on the Son of God. Filled with praise to
God because of her miraculous pregnancy, Mary acknowledges the holiness of His
name:59 “For the Mighty One has done great things for me; And holy is His name” (Luke
1:49). Jesus instructs His disciples to say “Hallowed be thy name” as they pray to the
Father in heaven (Matt 6:9). In His conversation with Philip, Jesus plainly asserts: “He
who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 14:7).
All these examples show that the New Testament writers understood the
connection between the holiness of God and the character revealed in His Son Jesus
Christ and clearly expressed this to all. Jesus calls His Father “Holy Father” (John 17:11).
The apostle Peter echoes Exodus in his call for Christians to be holy in their conduct:
“Like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior; because
it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy’” (1 Pet 1:15, 16). The child to be born is
called holy, the Son of God (Luke 1:35). Jesus is thus recognized at the outset of His
ministry as the “Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24). The disciples also acknowledged Him as
the “Holy One of God” (John 6:66).
Commenting on holiness in the New Testament, Otto Procksch holds that it is
thought of as His essential attribute in which the Christian must share and for which the
heavenly Father prepares him by His instruction. Therefore, the nature of Christianity is
thus centrally determined by the concept of the holy. 60
Within the context of adversity God draws us to grow in holiness. Hebrews 12:10
states, “He disciplines us for our good, that we may share His holiness.” God’s holiness
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as manifested in His law forbids sin in all of its modifications: “So then, the law is holy,
and the commandment is holy and righteous and good” (Rom 7:12). The holiness of God
is highlighted in the book of Revelation as John echoes the vision of the prophet Isaiah.
Day and night, the living creatures never cease saying: “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord
God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is to come” (Rev 4:8).61
Theological Understanding
In the light of the biblical data, it is not surprising that holiness is the most central
concept for understanding the nature and being of God. As noted earlier, holiness is
identified with God’s separateness from the creation and His elevation above it. Holiness
is, as Kaiser puts it, a transcendental attribute of God.62 It is the essential character of
God as transcendentally ‘other’ and separate. This absoluteness and perfection pervades
all the qualities and acts of God.63 It is that which gives God His transcendence, for He
alone is holy. Both transcendence and immanence are expressed in this attribute of
holiness.64 Therefore, when we talk about the transcendence of God, we are talking about
that sense in which God is above and beyond us. The word is used to describe God’s
relationship to the world, to show that He is higher than the world. It describes God in
His majesty, His exalted loftiness.
Just as R. C. Sproul contends that holiness is associated with both the idea of
purity and separation, Kaiser remarks that God’s holiness had two distinct sides. While
one stresses His otherness, His so-called numinous character, as referred to in the
ceremonial and ritual laws of Israel, the other side expresses His righteousness and
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goodness, which became the basis for the morality and ethics taught in the Old
Testament.65
The first aspect, commonly called otherness or incomparable glory, is exclusive to
God. This is, doubtlessly, a common Old Testament use of the term. Yahweh as the Holy
One stands out in contrast to all false gods: “Who is like Thee among the gods, O Lord?
Who is like Thee, majestic in holiness, awesome in praises, working wonders?” (Exod
15:11). Throughout Scripture, the holy represents the opposite of the common or the
profane. This aspect is seen in the Lord’s complaint to Ezekiel: “Her priests have done
violence to My law and have profaned My holy things; they have made no distinction
between the holy and the profane, and they have not taught the difference between the
unclean and the clean; and they hide their eyes from My sabbaths, and I am profaned
among them” (Ezek 22:26). God’s people were to be more than common: “Thus you are
to be holy to Me, for I the Lord am holy; and I have set you apart from the peoples to be
Mine” (Lev 20:26). God stands in contrast to His creation: “‘To whom then will you
liken me that I should be his equal?’ says the Holy One” (Isa 40:25). As referred to
above, Kaiser’s and Sproul’s emphasis on the two aspects of the holiness of God explains
why the holiness of God is connected to His transcendence over all creation. Initially
what was set apart for God’s service in the Old Testament was regarded as holy, and that
fact in itself presupposed the holiness of God.
Beside the transcendental aspect of the holiness of God, holiness is also perceived
as a moral attribute of God; it is that attribute of which God makes Himself the absolute
standard. Holiness is therefore God’s self-affirmation. The self-existing I AM is thus
equated with holiness. Holiness is the comprehensive expression of all the divine
perfection. This explains why holiness is attributed to each person of the Godhead as the
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highest expression of divinity and excellence of divine nature. Erickson concurs with
Kaiser66 for at least the two basic aspects of God’s holiness: His uniqueness and His
righteousness.67 God is unique and very separate from all of creation: “Who is like Thee
among the gods, O Lord? Who is like Thee, majestic in holiness, awesome in praises,
working wonders?” (Exod 15:11). He is presented in the Old Testament as ethically
unique. He acts with holy justice when His people rebel against Him, yet His love will
not allow Him to wipe them out.68
The uniqueness of God had always been there, sustaining His creation, making
promises to the patriarchs, and fulfilling His plans as portrayed through Pharaoh’s defeat
and the passage through the Red Sea. According to Peterson, Israel witnessed two sides
of the holiness of God in the Exodus and subsequently. He brought judgment upon those
who flouted His purposes and salvation to those who trusted in Him. At times the
revelation of His holiness seemed threatening even to His people.69 God is also unique
because holiness in Him is inherent, while in the Christian it is acquired. In God, holiness
is infinite and unchangeable; it admits of no increase or diminution as it is an immutable
attribute of the divine nature. Holiness in Christians is conditional and may be lost. In
God, it is integral and substantive and can no more be lost than God can cease to be.70
God’s holiness, being absolute and total, is proclaimed, yet He calls everyone in
each generation to reflect His holiness: “‘For I am the Lord your God. Consecrate
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yourselves therefore, and be holy; for I am holy. And you shall not make yourselves
unclean with any of the swarming things that swarm on the earth’” (Lev 11:44).
The second aspect of the holiness of God besides His uniqueness or otherness lies
in His moral purity. The Bible in its entirety from Genesis to Revelation is the revelation
of a holy God. Righteousness is one of the significant aspects of the moral purity of God.
God’s holiness is manifested in His work: “The Lord is righteous in all His ways, and
kind in all His deeds” (Ps 145:12). Nothing but that which is excellent can proceed from
Him; holiness is the rule of all His actions. In the beginning, He pronounced all He made
“very good” (Gen 1:31). He could not have done this had there been anything imperfect
or unholy in His creation. A holy God is righteous, and in His role as judge, He sets a
standard for righteous conduct. A people who are to be holy must conform to this
standard of righteousness in their behavior and personal relationships. If they are to be
holy as He is holy, they will have to be righteous as He is righteous.71 The righteousness
of God means that His law, being a true expression of His nature, is as perfect as He is.
Psalm 19:7 puts it this way: “The law of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul; the
testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple.”
The righteousness of God means that His actions are in accord with the law
revealed in Scripture, which He Himself has established. Ezra 9:15 states, “O Lord God
of Israel, Thou art righteous, for we have been left an escaped remnant, as it is this day;
behold, we are before Thee in our guilt, for no one can stand before Thee because of
this.” While Ezra declares the righteousness of God, Moses also along with several others
points to His compassion, mercy, and the fairness of His judgment.72 Accordingly, the
right is not something arbitrary; cruelty and murder would not have been good if God had
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so declared. In making decisions, God exemplifies an objective standard of right and
wrong, a standard which is part of the very structure of His nature. However, that
standard to which God adheres is not something external to God; it is inherent to His own
nature. He decides in accordance with reality, and that reality is Himself.73
Additional elements of the holiness of God are expressed in His name and His
place of abode. Psalm 99:3 says, “Let them praise Thy great and awesome name; holy is
He.” The name of God is holy as it expresses His nature and character. Psalm 111:9 puts
it this way: “He has sent redemption to His people; He has ordained His covenant
forever; holy and awesome is His name.”
As the name of God expresses His holiness, so it is with His residence. The
prophet Isaiah well portrays God’s abode: “For thus says the high and exalted One Who
lives forever, whose name is Holy, I dwell on a high and holy place, And also with the
contrite and lowly of spirit In order to revive the spirit of the lowly And to revive the
heart of the contrite” (Isa 57:15). Similarly, the prophet Joel quotes Him, “Then you will
know that I am the Lord your God, dwelling in Zion my holy mountain. So Jerusalem
will be holy, and strangers will pass through it no more” (Joel 3:17).
The God who lives in that holy mountain is acknowledged as holy. The prophet
Isaiah describes a vision of the holiness of God and encapsulates much of what had been
revealed before. The Lord appeared to him in the temple as the King of the universe,
enthroned in a heavenly palace (Isa 6:1-4), with His supernatural attendants proclaiming,
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts, the whole earth is full of His glory.”74 Although
the holiness of God cannot be adequately conveyed in vision or word, angelic beings
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declared that this holiness is revealed in our universe, which is like a temple dedicated to
His use and the display of His glory.75
When the word holy is applied to God, it does not refer to one single attribute. On
the contrary, when God is called holy, it is used synonymously with His deity. The word
holy calls attention to all that God is; it reminds us that His love is holy love, His justice
is holy justice, His mercy is holy mercy, His Spirit is the Holy Spirit.76 Thus, the holiness
of God stands at the very heart of His nature; this explains the prophet’s designation “the
Holy One of Israel” (2 Kgs 19:22). Rudolph Kittel asserts that the idea of holiness is not
just one side of God’s essential being, but rather it is the comprehensive designation for
the total content of the divine being in His relationship to the external world.77
The holiness of God is so identified with the very nature of His divinity that, as
Smith points out, when God swears by Himself, He swears by His own nature, that is, by
His holiness (Ps 89:35).78 Holiness is the foundation on which the whole conception of
God rests; all other characteristics need to be qualified by His holiness. Gustaf Aulen
rightly contends that holiness gives specific tone to each of the various elements in the
idea of God and makes them part of a fuller conception of God. Every statement about
God, whether in reference to His love, power, or righteousness, ceases to be an
affirmation about God unless it is projected against the background of His holiness.79

75

Peterson, Possessed, 18.

76

Sproul, Holiness, 57.

77

Rudolph Kittel, “The Holiness of God,” The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious
Knowledge: Embracing Biblical, Historical, Doctrinal, and Practical Theology and Biblical, Theological,
and Ecclesiastical Biography from the Earliest Times to the Present Day, ed. Johann J. Herzog, Philip
Schaff, Albert Hauck, Samuel Macauley Jackson, Charles Colebrook Sherman, and George William
Gilmore et al. (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1908), 5:316-317.
78

William Smith, A Dictionary of the Bible (Artford, CT: Scranton, 1918), s.v. “Holiness.”

79

Gustaf Aulen, The Faith of the Christian Church, trans. Eric H. Wahlstrom (Philadelphia, PA:
Muhlenberg, 1960), 103.

94

Conclusion
In the light of the preceding analysis, there is no question that God is holy. This
holiness is reflected in both His uniqueness and His righteousness. The righteousness of
God entails the sacredness of His name as well as His place of abode, which is referred to
as the Holy of Holies, both in the heavenly and earthly sanctuaries. Consequently, the
holiness of God ties together all the other attributes of God. It allows for a proper
understanding of other major categories that describe God’s nature, such as His
trustworthiness and His mercy. In addition, His wrath is an expression of His holiness as
well.80
The term holy calls attention to both His transcendence and moral purity. God can
reach down and consecrate special things to make them holy. His touch makes the
common become holy. Thus, nothing in this world is holy in itself. Only God can make
something holy. This means that the holiness of all other things becomes a secondary
holiness, not a primary one. While God is holy always and forever, persons and things
may lose their holiness. This explains why Jerusalem was no longer holy when the glory
of God departed from it (Ezek 10:11). There is no doubt; God is indeed holy. Thus far
God, as a being of integrity, is truthful and holy. All these attributes dismiss the charge
that He uses deception as a means to an end. I continue with the relational attribute of
trustworthiness.

Relational Attributes
Trustworthiness
Is God trustworthy? Does He keep His promise to His people, “You shall be my
people and I shall be your God”? One would expect a truthful God to be trustworthy.
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Arthur W. Pink contends that unfaithfulness is one of the most outstanding sins of our
modern days, with marital infidelity in the social world as well as unfaithfulness to
covenants made with Christ.81 The relationship between God and mankind is expressed
primarily in terms of loyalty to the covenant relationship, the constitutive factor in
Israel’s existence as a nation and the focus of their identity as a people. In this section, we
examine the scriptural basis of God’s trustworthiness in both Testaments followed by a
brief theological reflection.
Biblical Basis
Old Testament
The trustworthiness of God has to do with whether or not He keeps His promises.
Scripture abounds in illustrations of God’s faithfulness, with such examples as Gen 9:9,
“Now behold, I myself do establish my covenant with you, and with your descendants
after you.” The unconditional and universal nature of the covenant shows that God did
not prove unfaithful inasmuch as the continuance of the covenant was dependent upon
divine faithfulness alone. To use anthropomorphic terms, it was upon divine
remembrance alone that the covenant was carried out: “When the bow is in the cloud,
then I will look upon it, to remember the everlasting covenant between God and every
living creature of all flesh that is on the earth” (Gen 9:16).
Unlike the unfaithfulness of His creatures, Scripture states that faithfulness is a
quality in His being: “Know therefore that the Lord your God, He is God, the faithful
God, who keeps His covenant and His loving-kindness to a thousandth generation with
those who love Him and keep His commandments” (Deut 7:9). The trustworthiness of
God is inextricably linked to the trustworthiness of what He said, first at Horeb, and then
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in Moab. Moses’ address then flows smoothly through the long exhortation that
eventually introduces the collection of laws in Deut 12-26. Throughout chaps. 6-11, the
emphasis is on the connection between God’s words, actions, and character. Nowhere is
the connection to be seen more clearly than in the Shema of Deut 6.82 God’s
trustworthiness ultimately finds its fullest expression in the greatest demonstration of
grace yet seen. His reliability stretches even to solving the one problem that the Israelites
could not solve themselves: the problem of their sinful nature.83 God therefore means
what He says.
Deuteronomy 32:4—“A faithful God who does no wrong”—shows that the God
who speaks is the God who acts. Therefore, God can be trusted. God never fails, never
forgets, never falters, and never forfeits His word: “God is not a man, that He should lie,
nor a son of man, that He should repent; has He said, and will He not do it? Or has He
spoken, and will He not make it good?” (Num 23:19).
The words of Ps 89:34, “My covenant I will not violate, nor will I alter the
utterance of my lips,” further support the faithfulness of God. God keeps His promises.
This passage in Psalms and many others show the determinateness and the immutability
of the divine promise. The trustworthiness of God is also established when He disciplines
His people. God is still faithful in what He withholds no less than in what He gives. The
Chronicler relates a vivid example of God’s faithful discipline as constrasted with the
faithlessness of His people:
For our fathers have been unfaithful and have done evil in the sight of the Lord
our God, and have forsaken Him and turned their faces away from the dwelling
place of the Lord, and have turned their backs.
They have also shut the doors of the porch and put out the lamps, and have not
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burned incense or offered burnt offerings in the holy place to the God of Israel.
Therefore the wrath of the Lord was against Judah and Jerusalem, and He has
made them an object of terror, of horror, and of hissing, as you see with your own
eyes. For behold, our fathers have fallen by the sword, and our sons and our
daughters and our wives are in captivity for this.84
To acknowledge God’s discipline means that we humble ourselves before Him,
own that we fully deserve His correction, and thank Him for it. The words of the prophet
Daniel echo this line of reasoning, “Righteousness belongs to thee, O Lord, but to us
open shame, as it is this day to the men of Judah, the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and all
Israel, those who are nearby and those who are far away in all the countries to which thou
hast driven them, because of their unfaithful deeds which they have committed against
you (Dan 9:7). Throughout the Old Testament, cases of unfaithfulness have always been
attributed to human beings who did not keep their part of the covenant, unlike God who
was and is always faithful and trustworthy. I continue my analysis in the New Testament.
New Testament
From the Old Testament perspective, faithfulness is frequently attributed to
God.85 In response to His steadfast love, His people are dutifully compelled to respond to
His ideal love through their faithfulness to His covenant. In the New Testament, the
apostle Paul epitomizes the deep love of God in Rom 8:38-39: “For I am convinced that
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to
come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to
separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” In this passage the
apostle expresses faithfulness to the grandeur of God’s love toward us.
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On this firm assurance the apostle writes, “For this reason I also suffer these
things, but I am not ashamed; for I know whom I have believed and I am convinced that
He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him until that day” (2 Tim 1:12). Scripture
repeatedly states that God is faithful in the glorification of His people; He wants to
preserve them “blameless” for the day of His coming (1 Thess 5:24). Throughout the
New Testament, one of the strongholds of the trustworthiness of God is encapsulated in
the words of the apostle to the Hebrews, “He Himself has said, I will never desert you,
nor will I ever forsake you.” This assertion is certain because the promise is uttered by a
God “who cannot lie” (Titus 1:2). God is trustworthy not only because He promises
“never to leave us nor forsake us,” but also because He cares for all His creatures. The
apostle Peter tells you to cast “all your anxiety upon Him, because He cares for you”
(1 Pet 5:7).
Another evidence of God’s trustworthiness in the New Testament is the fact that
He is our sustainer. Hebrews 1:3 states, “He is the radiance of His glory and the exact
representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the word of His power.” The
apostle echoed in Col 1:17, “He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.”
God can be trusted, for without Him there would be no life on earth. Acts 17:28 clearly
says that “in Him we live and move and exist.” God provides for all our physical needs:
“He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food, will supply and multiply your
seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness” (2 Cor 9:10). In both
Testaments, God’s promises never fail.
In both Old and New Testaments God’s trustworthiness is based on who He is and
what He has done for His creatures. This understanding is the foundation for correct
theology.
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Theological Understanding
When God’s truthfulness is considered in relation to the Psalms, it emphasizes the
faithfulness of God. The close connection between God’s truth and His faithfulness is
seen in the Septuagint’s translation for the Hebrew word tm,a/ “truth” by the Greek word
avlh,qeia which means faithfulness.86 If both God and His word are true, then they become
the final standard of truth. This means that God is reliable and faithful in His word. With
respect to His promises, God always does what He says He will do, and we can depend
on Him to never be unfaithful to His promises. Thus, He is a God of faithfulness who
does no wrong (Deut 32:4). Furthermore, the poet desires to praise the greatness of
Yahweh and calls Him hn"Wma, lae, the God who is faithful, and thus in whom there is no
fault. In passages in the book of Psalms, hn"Wma, has been chosen with great care. Psalm
33:4 says that all God’s work is done in hn"Wma,, which means in constant faithfulness.87
The niphal of the root !ma in its participle and perfect use such as in Deut 28:59
is used in connection with things and therefore means “lasting, continual, firm.” It speaks
of afflictions and sickness, which do not cease. When the word is used in connection with
people such as in Prov 25:13; 1 Sam 8:2; Jer 42:5; and Neh 13:13, it means men who are
reliable.88
The Hebrew word tm,a/ translated as truth is used in the Old Testament to describe
God and the character of His acts. It means that God is not arbitrary or capricious but can
be trusted. The word connotes that which is firm, reliable, or trustworthy. Thus, God is
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absolutely true and worthy of confidence. He is faithful to His promises. George E. Ladd
remarks that the God of tm,a/ is not simply the guardian of some abstract entity called
“truth” but one who belongs to the realm of eternal truth as over against the realm of
eternal appearance (2 Chr 15:3). He is the God who can be trusted, who is able to act, and
whose care for His people is sure.89 When the word tm,a/ is used of people and things in
the Old Testament, it designates their trustworthiness and reliability. One who acts with
is the one whose conduct can be trusted because he or she recognizes the tie of family or
friendship and acts loyally.90 A truthful witness is one whose word can be trusted because
it corresponds to the facts (Prov 14:25).91
While tm,a/ describes the character of a person on whose words and deed one can
rely, it denotes the conduct of a person corresponding to his own inner being. tm,a/ is used
of God’s word and deeds on which man can rely; hn"Wma, is used of God’s conduct, which
corresponds to the nature of His deity. Thus, it is God’s stability, which is a true
reflection of His deity that is the motivation for calling on Him in time of distress and for
praising Him.92
Adrio Konig understands God’s faithfulness to mean that He achieves His
purposes and does not abandon them on account of our unfaithfulness. Even in the face of
Israel’s unfaithfulness, He achieved what He had in mind. God therefore keeps His
promises. We can thus go into the future with confident expectation, knowing that He
will give us the new heaven and the new earth.93 In his comment on Genesis, Calvin
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notes that God reminds Abraham of His earlier deliverance and His redemptive fidelity in
the past to show that He is indeed trustworthy. Calvin elaborates on the God who keeps
His promises:
Since it greatly concerns us to have God as the guide of our whole life, in order
that we may know that we have not rashly entered on some doubtful way,
therefore the Lord confirms Abram in the course of his vocation, and recalls to his
memory theoriginal benefit of his deliverance; as if he had said, ‘I, after I have
stretched out my hand to thee, to lead thee forth from the labyrinth of death, have
carried my favour towards thee thus far. Thou, therefore, respond to me in turn,
by constantly advancing; and maintain steadfastly thy faith, from the beginning
even to the end.’ This indeed is said, not with respect to Abram alone, in order
that he, gathering together the promises of God, made to him from the very
commencement of his life of faith, should form them into one whole; but that all
the pious may learn to regard the beginning of their vocation as flowing
perpetually from Abram, their common father; and may thus securely boast with
Paul, that they know in whom they have believed, (2 Tim 1:12) and that God, who
in the person of Abram, had separated a church unto himself, would be a faithful
keeper of the salvation deposited with Him. For this very end, the Lord declares
himself to have been the deliverer of Abram appears hence, because he connects
the promise which he is now about to give with the prior redemption; as if he
were saying, ‘I do not now first begin to promise thee this land. For it was on this
account that I brought thee out of thy own country, to constitute thee the Lord and
heir of this land. Now therefore I covenant with thee in the same form; lest thou
shouldst deem thyself to have been deceived, or fed with empty words; and I
command thee to be mindful of the first covenant, that the new promise, which
after many years, I now repeat, may be more firmly supported.’94
There is an unbreakable connection in the doctrine of God: the words of God as
presented in the biblical text relate to the actions of God of which the text bears witness.
In a similar way, the Horeb theophany makes concrete the link between God’s words and
actions. God does not only act on behalf of His people; He has become the God who
speaks to His people. In His words, He expresses His character just as surely as when He
acts.95 The nexus of speech and action establishes the trustworthiness of God in Israel’s
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eyes. God is faithful, and now Israel’s role is to respond obediently to His ongoing
requirements in the light of what she has seen and heard.96
Conclusion
God’s actions toward His people correspond with the words He speaks to them.
This is a recurring theme that begins in the Pentateuch, runs through the wisdom
literature and the prophets, and carries on through the New Testament, including the
teaching of Christ Himself, and the letters of Paul.97 God is a God of promise, and the
crucial element in believing a promise is believing that the promiser can and will deliver
on the promise made.
In final analysis, one observes that God is both real and truthful. Consequently,
His faithfulness means that He proves true, and that He keeps His promises. He never has
to revise His word or renege on a promise. His faithfulness is demonstrated throughout
Scripture. He proved Himself a God who always fulfills what He says He will do. His
promise to Abraham of a son came in his old age when Isaac, the promised son, was
born. The God behind the Scripture is as trustworthy as the words He inspired and His
actions recorded therein. I join in the conclusion of John Calvin:
Now, therefore, we hold faith to be knowledge of God’s will towards us,
perceived from his word. But the foundation of this is a preconceived conviction
of God’s truth. As for certainty, as long as your mind is at war with itself, the
Word will be of doubtful and weak authority, or rather of none. And it is not even
enough to believe that God is trustworthy who can neither deceive nor lie unless
you hold that whatever proceeds from Him is sacred and inviolable truth.98
God as a being of integrity is immutable, truthful, trustworthy, and holy. The next section
argues that God, the promise keeper, is also merciful.
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Mercy and Justice
Mercy is a term used to describe the leniency or compassion as shown by one
person to another, or a request from one person to another to be shown such leniency or
compassion. Mercy entails that the innocent party bear the brunt of sin, in the execution
of what is just or right. Justice is thus defined as conformity to moral rightness in action
or attitude. It is conformity to truth, fact, or sound reason. What was just and right was
executed upon Christ: therein lies the foundation of God’s mercy. He bears our sin and
blame in Himself.
Mercy is a quality intrinsic to the nature of God. It is best expressed when one
deserves one thing but gets another. John 3:16 illustrates this point; “For God so loved
the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not
perish, but have eternal life.”
Depending on the context in which it is used, the term mercy in the Bible is often
expressed as tenderheartedness, loving compassion for His people, His tenderness of
heart toward the needy. The Bible is replete with God’s concern for man’s total being as
expressed in both Testaments.
Biblical Basis
Old Testament
The first expression of God’s mercy toward humankind is expressed in Gen 3:2:
“The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife, and clothed them.” Mercy
was shown in God’s provision for the unfaithful couple; the Hebrew word tr,PoK; means
the propitiatory, the golden cover of the ark. The piel conjugation means to “cover up,”
“forgive,” “reconcile,” or “atone for offenses.” The atonement was for the breach of the
covenant. Appropriately, therefore the mercy-seat covered the covenant which was
written on the two tables of stone inside the ark. God, thus reconciled through the blood
sprinkled on the mercy-seat, could speak to His people “from off the mercy-seat that was
104

upon the ark of the testimony” (Num 7:89; Ps. 80:1).99 Thus mercy was founded upon the
promise of the death of Christ.
In the Old Testament, justice is manifested in His retribution to all people and
nations according to their just deserts. Those who felt unjustly treated by others in social,
economic, and political relationships summoned God to judge them, that is, to do them
justice by saving them from their enemies or oppressors (Ps 7:6-11).100
The adjective ~Wxr; is linked with !Wnx' and is often part of a long liturgical formula
that spells out the divine attribute such as: the compassionate (~Wxr;) and gracious (!Wnx')
God, slow to anger, abounding in love and (tm,(a/w<) faithfulness (Ps 86:15). Furthermore,
Deut 4:30-31 envisages repentance in exile and concludes, “You will return to the Lord
your God and obey Him. For the Lord your God is a merciful (~Wxr;) God.”101
A lack of mercy is more natural to the human condition (Prov 5:9; Isa 47:6; Jer
6:23). In the relationship between God and His creatures, mercy derives from the quality
in God that directs Him to forge a relationship with His people who absolutely do not
deserve to be in a relationship with Him. Mercy is manifested in God’s activity on behalf
of His people to free them from slavery. The Psalmist said, “Just as a father has
compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him (Ps
103:13). God is praised for His mercy: “O give thanks to the Lord, for He is good; for His
loving-kindness is everlasting” (1 Chr 16:34).
Justice was central among the Israelites because they were very much concerned
with social relationships among themselves as people covenanted to God and also among
the nation surrounding them. Thus God would administer justice by punishing those
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whose conduct made the lives of others very difficult in the world (Ps 94:2-4).102 Men
were appointed to sing of His mercy: 1 Chr 16:41: “And with them were Heman and
Jeduthun, and the rest who were chosen, who were designated by name, to give thanks to
the Lord, because His loving-kindness is everlasting.” Since mercy presupposes sin, it
denotes the ready inclination of God to relieve the misery of His fallen creatures. God
Himself announces His mercy as “showing loving-kindness to thousands, to those who
love me and keep my commandments” (Deut 5:10). The message of hope given by the
prophet is that the compassionate God cannot leave His people in a state of alienation.
For example, the prophet Jeremiah proclaimed, “Is Ephraim My dear son? Is he a
delightful child? Indeed, as often as I have spoken against him, I certainly still remember
him; therefore My heart yearns for him; I will surely have mercy (~xeîr;) on him, declares
the Lord” (Jer 31:20). Zechariah encourages the postexilic community to keep their hope
fixed on Yahweh. He writes, “And I shall strengthen the house of Judah, And I shall save
the house of Joseph, And I shall bring them back, because I have had compassion
(~yTiêm.x;rI) on them; and they will be as though I had not rejected them, for I am the Lord
their God, and I will answer them” (Zech 10:6).
Scriptural evidence reveals that God’s salvific activity toward the outcast, the
oppressed, the afflicted, the poor, and the fatherless is derived from His mercy. All of His
creation is utterly dependent upon Him, “His tender mercies are over all His works” (Ps
145:9). When we contemplate the characteristics of this Divine Excellency, we cannot do
otherwise than bless God for it. His loving-kindness is “great” (1 Kgs 3:6) and
“abundant” (Ps 86:5 and 1 Pet 1:3); it is “from everlasting to everlasting upon them that
fear Him” (Ps 103:17). We may therefore exclaim with the Psalmist, “Yes, I shall
joyfully sing of Thy loving-kindness in the morning” (Ps 59:16). It is difficult to envision
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a God who ceases to be merciful, for being merciful is a quality of the divine essence.
Psalm 136:1 says, “Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good; for His loving-kindness is
everlasting.”
The other side of God’s mercy is revealed in the punishment of the wicked even
as His mercy toward us was shown in the awful justice of the cross. Mercy and justice are
not mutually exclusive, but two sides of the same coin. He is the God of justice as well as
the God of mercy. He is the one “who keeps loving-kindness for thousands, who forgives
iniquitity, transgression, and sin; yet He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished,
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third
and fourth generation” (Exod 34:7). The absolute justice of God is particularly important
for Job. He bases his judgment against his friends on the belief that God cannot pervert
justice (Job 8:3; 9:19).103 God’s universal judgeship was based on the fact that it was He
who created the world and established equity and justice (Ps 99:1-4). He was regarded as
the source and guardian of justice because justice and righteousness are His very nature
and attributes (Ps 97:2).104
His mercy is eternal and unchanging, but He does not clear the guilty who refuse
His mercy. God’s mercy is according to Ps 103:17, “from everlasting to everlasting” just
as God Himself is from everlasting to everlasting. His mercies know no end; they are new
every morning (Lam 3:22, 23), constantly fresh, perfect, and never fading with age. His
mercy indeed endures forever. The pattern of God’s dealing with His people in the Old
Testament has at its core the attribute of mercy and justice. This provides the foundation
for understanding His dealings in the New Testament.
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New Testament
Justice is one of the major themes in the New Testament. In many instances, the
New Testament substitutes “justice” for “righteousness.” Matthew 6:33 provides a good
example. Seek first the kingdom of God and His dikaiosu,nh. Conversely, the
characteristic of God’s mercy is often emphasized when people are in distress or misery.
Two blind men wished to see Jesus and cried out for healing: “Have mercy on us, Son of
David!” (Matt 9:27). As Paul speaks of the source of comfort in affliction, he calls God
“the Father of mercies and God of all comfort” (2 Cor 1:3). This shows that mercy
belongs to God. In Matt 5:6, blessed are those who hunger and thirst for dikaiosu,nh, for
they shall be satisfied. While God blesses those who hunger and thirst for justice, He is
“full of compassion and is merciful” (Jas 5:11). The resources of His mercy are
inexhaustible (Eph 2:4); for this reason, people can confidently cry out to Him for mercy
in time of need.105 The Apostle Paul reminds us of the divine commitment of mercy given
to undeserving Israel in the Old Testament and links this to His mercy through Christ in
the New Testament era and His extension of mercy to the Gentiles (Rom 9:15-16; 11:3132).106
In time of need, we are to draw near to God’s throne so that we might receive
both mercy and grace: “Let us therefore draw near with confidence to the throne of grace,
that we may receive mercy and may find grace to help in time of need” (Heb 4:16).
According to the Gospel of Matthew, we are to imitate God’s mercy in our conduct
toward others: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy” (Matt 5:7). The
attribute of mercy is vividly expressed in the compassion which Jesus felt when people
suffering from physical ailments came to Him (Mark 1:41). In Matt 15:21-28, there are
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those like the Canaanite woman, who often do not receive justice because they are so
easily overlooked. Thus, she expresses her need in images of hunger, challenging Jesus to
grant her mercy in spite of the fact that she stands at the margins of society.
God’s mercy to the Gentiles is revealed in 1 Pet 2:10: “For you once were not a
people, but now you are the people of God; you had not received mercy, but now you
have received mercy.” The apostle Peter suggests that the flood was delayed in order to
provide opportunity of salvation to those who ultimately were destroyed. And God calls
His people to be merciful like Him, “not returning evil for evil, or insult for insult, but
giving a blessing instead; for you were called for the very purpose that you might inherit
a blessing” (2 Pet 3:9).
Theological Understanding
The great act of mercy that God showed to the Israelites found intimate
expression in the ministry of Christ. The pattern set forth was not a new one but an echo
of the Old Testament. The attribute of mercy is often mentioned with grace, especially in
the Old Testament. When God declared His name to Moses, He proclaimed, “The Lord,
the Lord God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in
lovingkindness and truth” (Exod 34:6).
God is often seen as withholding judgment and continuing to offer salvation and
grace over a long period of time. Longsuffering usually appears as an outflow of His
faithfulness. This was demonstrated when the people of Israel rebelled against God.
Desiring to return to Egypt, they rejected Moses’ leadership and set up idols for worship,
yet the Lord did not cut them off. His patience was not limited to His dealings with Israel
as a nation.107 God’s mercy was also manifested when He did not cast out individuals
who had sinned and failed Him, such as Moses, David, Solomon, and Manasseh.
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The ascription to God of such anthropomorphic qualities as jealousy,
vengefulness, and wrath, presupposes also a God who cares deeply for His people.108
Pink made three109 distinctions of the mercy of God in Scripture. First, the general mercy
of God is extended not only to all men, believers and unbelievers alike, but also to the
entire creation. Psalm 145:9 illustrates this point: “The Lord is good to all, And His
mercies are over all His works.” 110 Second, a special mercy is exercised towards God’s
children, helping and succoring them, notwithstanding their sins. To them He also
supplies all the necessities of life. Matthew 5:45 illustrates this point: “He causes His sun
to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.”
Third, God’s sovereign mercy is reserved for the heirs of salvation who express their
faith in the only Son of God, the Mediator between God and man. While it is true that
God’s mercy endures forever, yet we must consider carefully all those cases when His
mercy is shown. Even casting of the reprobates into the lake of fire is both an act of
mercy and justice. As Ps 85:10 states, “Lovingkindness and truth have met together;
Righteousness and peace have kissed each other.”
Consequently, the punishment of the wicked could be seen from three111
standpoints: from God’s viewpoint, it is an act of justice, vindicating His honor; from the
point of view of the reprobates, it is an act of equity when they suffer the due reward of
their iniquities; from the eyes of the redeemed, the punishment of the wicked is a sign of
their relief and rescue.
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Conclusion
In His dealings with human beings, God is merciful as evidenced in both
Testaments. The attribute of mercy is the foundation of salvation. We can certainly
conclude with Towner that salvation rests on God’s mercy executed in and through the
Christ event.112 Having received salvation through the mercies of God, true Christian
faith must produce genuine compassion and fruit in the form of acts of mercy toward
those in need.
This characteristic of mercy caused Christ to mingle with sinners and people of all
classes in order to help them. Believers are to respond to the mercy shown to them by
seeking to help others as Christ did. The absence of mercy is a sign of unbelief and a
rejection of God. God is truly merciful and His mercy endures forever.
Summary and Conclusion
A review of chapter 2 of this study reveals that the word ~ymiäT' as related to God,
His actions, and/or attributes means whole, sound, and healthful when it applies to
persons, and without blemish when said of sacrificial animals. The current chapter has
also revealed that God is truthful, holy, trustworthy, and merciful.
In light of the preceding assertions, Prouser’s allegations that God uses deceit to
achieve His purpose are biblically unwarranted. Consequently, this would mean that
God’s integrity is not impugned, and therefore He is and will always be a being of
integrity. As the Bible reveals, He is faithful, trustworthy, and truthful. While the Bible
portrays such a view of God, the unbiblical view of either scholar that led to their
disagreement over the understanding of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7, both addressing the
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issue of lying to save life, projects a different picture of God than the biblical claim that
He is a being of integrity.
My research has confirmed and established that the God of the Bible is a being of
integrity. The goal of this research will not be met unless the reasons of both Kaiser’s and
Geisler’s divergent interpretation on the same texts of Scripture are given. To achieve this
goal, the next chapter reports the presuppositions and hermeneutical principles at the
genesis of their divergent conclusions.
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CHAPTER IV
REPORT OF KAISER’S AND GEISLER’S PRESUPPOSITIONS,
HERMENEUTICAL PRINCIPLES, AND INTERPRETATION
OF EXODUS 1:15-22 AND JOSHUA 2:1-7
This chapter has three sections. First, it reports in turn Kaiser’s and Geisler’s
presuppositions; second, their hermeneutical principles, and third, their interpretation of
Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7. A comprehensive overview of their extensive writings
provides an accurate report of their presuppositions and hermeneutical principles that
certainly guided them not only at arriving at the meaning they assigned to the text but also
at arriving at such a divergent conclusion on the same texts of Scripture. What are the
different meanings they assigned to the texts? We begin with their presuppositions.
Kaiser’s and Geisler’s Presuppositions
To presuppose means to take something for granted as true or factual, or to imply
that something is true knowledge. Peter Adam posits that it is an “implicit or explicit
assumption made in the act of viewing something or in the process of inference; it is that
which must be assumed to arrive at a desired conclusion.”1 For Simon Blackburn, it is a
proposition whose truth is necessary for either the truth or the falsity of another
statement.2 It is that which must antecedently be assumed if a desired result is to be
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derived. Thus, it is a postulate.3 Rod Bertolet sums it up when he argues that
presuppositions are what a speaker takes to be understood in making an assertion. These
are beliefs that the speaker takes for granted.4 In this regard, we ask: What did Kaiser and
Geisler take for granted to arrive at the assigned meaning given to the texts?
I have selected two areas of interest, namely, the nature of God and the authority of
Scripture. The rationale of this selection is that one’s view on both of these areas could
affect not only their understanding of God but also the meaning they assign to the texts.
The views of Kaiser and Geisler on both of these areas not only broaden the ground of
inquiry as to the reasons of their divergent conclusions but also contribute in confirming
the view of the integrity of God established in the previous chapter. Could their views or
understanding of the nature of God and the authority of Scripture have affected their
interpretation and ultimately their conclusions on Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7? Their
divergent views as to whether God condones lying on some occasions challenge the view
of the integrity of God already established. Consequently, the quest for the reasons for
their divergent interpretation warrants an inquiry of their understanding of the nature of
God and authority of Scripture. We begin with Kaiser’s understanding of the nature of
God.
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Kaiser
Presuppositions
Kaiser’s view on the nature of God
What is Kaiser’s concept of the nature of God? What is God like for him?
According to Kaiser, God is one,5 pure, and perfect.6 He is transcendent, unchangeable,7
and eternal.8 However, he concurs with Abraham Joshua Heschel who submits that God
can and does change His judgments.9 Furthermore, in these cases, Kaiser argues, “God
must be changeable,10 for if he did not relent in these instances, it could dramatically
signal that he had a reversal in his own nature, character, and being.”11 Thus, “God's
repentance does not prove him fickle, mutable, and variable in His nature or purpose.12 He
responds to changes in others. Consequently, it is not that God’s nature or character
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changes, but as a living person under covenant He can and does change His judgments
when people change, either accepting or rejecting what he has set forth as the norm of
righteousness.13 The next chapter assesses Kaiser’s argument that God does change His
judgments.
For Kaiser, “God is altogether different from us sinful humanity,”14 and in like
manner incomparably great in His person. The immensity of all planets and of the
universe itself is just like the span of a man’s hand from his thumb to his little finger. That
is simply what the entire universe is in comparison to God.15
God is the creator of all as He created out of nothing. He is also the God of
providence, the guide of all history, the revealer of all truth. He sustains, maintains, and
upholds the universe.16“ In His being, He is ontologically and morally different from
sinful human beings.”17 “The Old Testament celebrates God for His personality, His
infinite feelings of compassion, His graciousness, His presence, and His acts of wisdom
and power.”18 Involved in His name19 are: (1) His nature, being, and very person; (2) His
teaching and doctrines; and (3) His ethical directions and morals.20 God’s name is His
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character and His doctrine. Therefore, to use God’s name is to speak of all that God is, and
all that He stands for.21 Related to God’s name is His holiness. As Kaiser notes, “it is His
holiness that is most decisive for Old Testament Ethics.”22
Holiness expresses the otherness of God and His moral character. Yaweh’s moral
nature summed up in his holiness determines the character of His ethical demands.23 What
He requires of us springs out of His nature. “An ontological and moral gap exists between
God and humanity.”24 Consequently, “God is creator and humankind is creatures;
therefore, this gap in being will remain forever.”25 Before and after the fall, “humanity is
morally distinct from God; 26 as God is pure, righteous, and just.27 It is therefore not
surprising that God calls His creatures back to holiness even as He is holy. The
ontological and moral gap is reflected in Kaiser’s argument that God is both “transcendent
and immanent.”28 Accordingly, the tent of meeting, he argues, “stresses God’s
transcendence while the Ark of the Covenant stresses His immanence.”29 Kaiser further
notes that “Lev 11:44 boldly grounds Old Testament ethics in the normativeness of
Yaweh’s moral nature, character, and commands, which express His ‘wholeness.’”30
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More than any other attribute, holiness is the one quality in God’s character that
describes the essential nature of God in His fullness.31 From a basic principle, Kaiser
argues that the basis for determining which aspect of the law is temporary and which one
is permanent lies in its reflecting the very nature of God.32 The laws based on the character
and nature of God, which Kaiser calls the moral law, are permanently set in the law by the
immutability or unchangeableness of His character.33 The permanence of the law reflects
the very nature of God. “His nature is constant, not only for this age but for all ages to
come.”34 He is from “eternity to eternity. He will never change; therefore, those things
which are based on His nature, such as His holiness, for example, will always stay the
same.”35 His standards of righteousness and holiness will not be altered. They will be
reflected permanently in the moral law.36 He further adds that “God proved Himself to be
gracious, abundant in mercy and goodness, longsuffering, and full of loving kindness and
truth.”37
“There is absolute loyalty in Scripture to the principles founded on the nature of
God.”38 Kaiser concludes that God, as the God of holiness, is the model for Old Testament
men and women. He is incomparably pure and spotless beyond all human calculation: the
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standard for all individuals, races, and nations.39 God is the only Lord of history; there is
no one like Him in the entire universe.40
In view of the preceding statements, Kaiser concludes that the character of God
remains the norm for all decisions of right or wrong. Admittedly, that norm determines
what is true, what is false, what is right, what is wrong, what is just, what is unjust, what is
good, and what is evil. That norm is nothing less than the nature and the character of
God.41 For Kaiser, God is immutable, eternal, and the standard of right and wrong. We
proceed with his view on the authority of Scripture.
Kaiser’s view on the authority of Scripture
Despite uncertainties in evangelical circles concerning the problem of authority,42
Kaiser believes that the Bible is the word of God.43 He views the Bible not only as a book
about morality and ethics,44 but also as a divine book.45 He concurs with John Albert
Bengel’s idea that “Scripture is the foundation of the church: the church is the guardian of
Scripture. When the church is in strong health, the light of Scripture shines bright; when
the church is sick, Scripture is corroded by neglect.”46 He further contends, “The Bible in
its entirety is a story of the continuing work of the same God who gives His love and gift
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when man has nothing to give back except a response of acceptance.”47 The Bible is filled
with the revelation of God.48 In its doctrinal use, it is that which gives substance and form
to the whole Christian faith.49 Doctrine is possible only because God has spoken in
Scripture. How then are we to value or read Scripture? According to Kaiser, one needs to
read the texts of Scripture from God’s point of view and accept God’s authority, instead of
reading in one’s own personal ideas.50 His emphasis on scriptural authority is seen in his
argument that “Christian ethics will continue to be possible only where ethics and the
Bible go together.” For, he argues, “setting one against the other could lead to disastrous
consequences; especially in those Christian communities that confess sola scriptura.”51
Therefore, to reject the Scriptures or the sense in which they were intended is ultimately to
reject Him as Lord of His church.52
As argued earlier, the Bible purports not only to be a word from God,53 but is
indeed the word of God.54 Inasmuch as the mind governing Scripture is one, is it not
appropriate and fair for God the Holy Spirit to gather His thoughts on a particular subject,
much as we might do with the writings of a human author?55 In other words, Scripture is
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as authoritative as the Lord Jesus Himself.56 The idea that the Bible is an open and honest
book showing wisdom in and for itself is not something that belongs to a select and
privileged group of people, but comes from the living God Himself.57
The close connection between ethics and theology is similar to the connection
between theory and practice. For this reason, the Bible should play a major role in
preaching. Kaiser advocates that a call for preaching that is totally biblical is guided by
God's word in its origins, production, and proclamation.58 He further contends that one has
to let the Scriptures have the major, if not the only, role in determining the shape, logic,
and development of evangelical message.59
The Bible must not only be understood historically, culturally, grammatically,
syntactically, and critically; it must also be appreciated for its vertical axis and its
horizontal orientation.60 According to Kaiser, the unity of the Bible can be argued from at
least three points of view: coherence, organic nature, and canonical nature.61 Furthermore,
the concept of unity in Scripture is prominent because it is based on four pillars: (1)
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Scripture has one single, divine author; (2) Christ is present in the Old Testament, not only
virtually or implicitly, but directly, since the prophets speak of him; (3) Christ is the center
of Scripture; and (4) the doctrines within the Scriptures are linked together throughout the
text and tend to build upon one another.62
In order to reject the threat that the unity of Scripture has received in recent years,
Kaiser recommends a revival of three main principles: perspicuity of Scripture, Scripture
interprets Scripture, and the “chair” passage of Scripture.63 The Bible is not just a book
that is about people in the past, or even a book that is written to us; it is a book in which
we must become identified in a very personal way with all its stories, commands, and
promises.64 All authorities emanate from God and He is the source of all authority.65
Therefore, God is the ultimate and divine author of an authoritative and inerrant
Scripture.66 We continue with Geisler’s presuppositions: his view of the nature of God and
the authority of Scripture.
Geisler
Presuppositions
What one takes for granted impacts not only what one says or thinks, but also
informs one’s worldview.
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Geisler’s view on the nature of God
One of the strongholds of Geisler’s apologetics is his belief in the existence of a
personal and a moral God which, according to him, is fundamental to all Christian
believers. This belief in a personal God is further strengthened with his use of a series of
basic arguments to prove the existence of God.”67 Accordingly, he argues that God is “of
infinite value; He is not only the basis of all good but He is the essence of good itself.”68
Geisler identifies the God of the Bible as the one true God, possessing certain
metaphysical attributes that make Him readily identifiable. Such metaphysical attributes
include, but are not limited to, “unity, infinity, eternality, immutability, indivisibility,
omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience, transcendence, and personality.”69
For Geisler, “God is absolutely perfect, having perfect love, holiness, truthfulness,
and justice.”70 From these attributes, Geisler states that God is a pure, independent, and
necessary existence who alone gives existence to everything that exists. As such, His own
nonexistence is impossible. Accordingly, He has no possibility not to exist. His pure
actuality is derived from the fact that He is an uncaused being; He is an uncaused cause
for all that exists.71 Therefore, in Geisler’s opinion, “God's infinity can be inferred
theologically from several other attributes. Thus, conclusively, infinity follows from pure
actuality; and because pure actuality has no potentiality, it follows that potentiality is what
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limits actuality. In this regard, everything He could be, He is and always was and will
always be.”72
Geisler explains that the limitlessness of God is based on the biblical claim that
“the heavens, even the highest cannot contain Him.”73 Hence, the fact that pure actuality
has no limits suggests that God is the first uncaused cause because infinity also flows from
His uncausality.74 Similarly, infinity flows from both His omnipotence and omniscience;
and as a result, what is omnipotent is also infinite in power. The power of God is identical
to His being since His knowledge and His being are absolutely one. Therefore, “His nature
is the source of all love and it is reflected in the people that He has made in His image.”75
The God who is the first uncaused cause, who has no potentiality, must be both infinite
and immutable.
The immutability of God, according to Geisler, has biblical roots.76 It appears that
God’s changelessness also flows from His infinity for an infinite being has no parts, since
whatever has parts cannot add up to an infinity.77For him, the Bible establishes the
eternality of God in that He was before time and created time. Therefore, He cannot be
part of time although He can relate to time as its creator in the way a cause relates to its
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effect.78 Furthermore, God is not a temporal being because whatever is temporal has
potentiality. Hence, God is not temporal but eternal.79 Then Geisler addresses both the
oneness and the personhood of God.
First, Geisler also argues for God’s oneness on biblical grounds.80 This unity of
God,81 in his opinion, can be argued from other attributes as well; therefore, such
attributes as infinity imply that there is one God. In order to have two or more such beings,
there would have to be some potentiality or limiting factor by which they differed. Geisler
continues his argument on the oneness of God by suggesting that the nature of the cosmos
implies one God. It follows that the cosmos is a “uni-verse,” not a “multi-verse.” Geisler
refers to the anthropic principle, which affirms that from its very inception the entire
cosmos was fine-tuned and tweaked so as to make the origin of human life possible. This
points to a oneness of the universe from the very beginning.82 Consequently, oneness of
the universe from its very inception implies one creator.83
Second, Geisler defines the personhood of God as generally understood to include
three essential characteristics: intellect, feeling, and will. He claims that the God of
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(1x1x1=1). Geisler and Hoffman, Why, 85. See Ravi K. Zacharias and Norman L. Geisler, Who Made God?
And Answers to over 100 Other Tough Questions of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 29.
81

Geisler explains the trinity as three persons in one nature and Jesus as one person in two natures.
See Geisler’s illustrative chart in Geisler and Turek, Atheist, 351.
82

John D. Barrow and Frank J. Tipler, The Anthropic Cosmological Principle (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988), chapter 8.
83

Geisler and Hoffman, Why, 86. According to Geisler, God’s absolute oneness means that He
cannot be divided. What cannot be divided is indivisible; hence, God is a simple (indivisible) being.
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Scripture has a mind; He is all-knowing with an infinite understanding.84Thus, He can feel
and these feelings, according to Geisler, are unchanging.85 God also has a will and
consequently has free choice.86 This unchangeableness according to Geisler does not mean
that God is impassible.
In final analysis, Geisler argues that the God of Scripture is evidently
transcendent,87 has moral perfection,88 and is truth in a perfect way by self-identity.89
Although Geisler suggests that God created all things including evil,90 he maintains that
there is one personal, infinite, eternal, self-existent, immutable, and morally perfect God
who is the first uncaused cause of everything else that exists.91 Conclusively, Geisler
thinks that God is “an omnibenevolent, and an all-good God who has a good purpose for
everything He does or permits.”92 We continue with Geisler’s view on the authority of
Scripture.
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Geisler refers to Ps 147:5—“Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no
limit”—to show that God thinks. Other texts include: Job 36:4; 37:16, Pss 147:4; 139:2-4, 17-18; Isa 46:10;
Matt 6:8; 10:29-30; Rom 11:33; Eph 1:11; Heb 4:13.
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Geisler and Hoffman, Why, 87.
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Ibid., 87-88. Geisler refers to several Bible texts to show that God has free choice: “then you will
be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Rom 12:2); “All these
are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines [wills]” (1 Cor
12:11; Eph 1:5; Heb 10:7; Rev 4:11). See Geisler and Turek, Atheist, 375.
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1:1; 1 Kgs 8:27; Job 11:7-8; Pss 8:1; 57:5; 97:9; Isa 6:1; 40:12; 55:8-9; 57:15; 66:1-2; and Col 1:17 to
support his argument.
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Geisler's view on the authority of Scripture
In the opening chapter of his book Christian Ethics: Options and Issues, Geisler
overtly states that the Bible will be cited as authority for every conclusion drawn.93
According to him, the Christian Scriptures are yet another basis for hierarchical ethics.94
He further suggests that the basis of human ethical responsibility is divine revelation,
inasmuch as Christians do not find their ethical duties in the standard of Christians but in
the standard for Christians—the Bible.95 This, despite Geisler’s contention that the Bible
has an hierarchical arrangement of norms.96
According to Geisler, the source of ethical responsibility is divine revelation.
Accordingly, the propositional revelation of God in Scripture is one of the great
revelations that stands at the center of historic Christianity. Moreover, the evidence that
the Bible is the written word of God is anchored in the authority of Jesus Christ.97 Jesus
thus confirms the authority of both Old and New Testaments and also confirms his
teachings as authoritative.98 Geisler rejects all apocryphal books and accepts the Old
Testament and the twenty-seven books of the New Testament as authentic from the
apostolic period. He believes that sixty-six books provide the “all truth” Jesus promised.
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Geisler, Christian Ethics, 17.
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Norman L. Geisler and Paul D. Feinberg, Introduction to Philosophy: A Christian Perspective
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1980), 127. See also Geisler, Ethics, 127.
95

Geisler, Christian Ethics, 23. Geisler has no doubt that the Bible is the word of God, telling a
rebellious world how it can return to Him. See Geisler’s discussion on the Bible’s divine source and
authorship in Geisler and Brooks, Skeptics, 141-161.
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Geisler, Alternatives and Issues, 127.
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Norman L. Geisler, Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976), 353. Geisler adds in
support of this claim the following arguments: (1) the New Testament documents are historically reliable;
(2) these documents accurately present Christ as claiming to be God incarnate; (3) whatever Christ teaches is
true; (4) Christ taught that the Old Testament is the written word of God and promised that His disciples
would write the New Testament; (5) it is true on the confirmed divine authority of Jesus Christ that the Bible
is the written word of God. Ibid., 351.
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For Geisler, then, the canon of Scripture is completed with the addition of the apostolic
writings.99 In Geisler's opinion, the Old and the New Testaments confirm in two steps the
authoritative nature of the Bible.100
Evidently, according to Geisler, Jesus’ teaching that the Jewish Scripture was the
inspired word of God confirms its divine authority. As a result, Geisler concludes that the
Old Testament is the written revelation of God101 and in like manner establishes its own
authority.102 Admittedly, the New Testament confirms the authority of the Old
Testament.103
Geisler affirms the authority of the Bible but warns against the belief that
everything contained in the Bible was taught in the Bible.104 Jesus taught that the Jewish
Old Testament is the inspired and written revelation of God; His teaching was with all
authority in heaven and on earth.105
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Ibid., 371.
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See Geisler and Turek, Atheist, 356-370. Geisler wonders how the Bible’s contents could be
believed unless it is assumed that biblical books have divine authority and credibility, and have been
transmitted with integrity, and therefore automatically have genuineness. See also Norman L. Geisler and
William E. Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 344-346.
101

Geisler expands on seven points to argue that the Old Testament is the word of God: divinely
authoritative, imperishable, infallible, inerrant, historically reliable, scientifically accurate, and of ultimate
supremacy. See details in Geisler and Turek, Atheist, 356-359.
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Geisler refers to Deut 6:2; 10:2; Josh 24:26; 1 Sam 10:25. Moses claimed that his writings were
from God (cf. Exod 20:1; Lev 1:1; Num 1:1; and Deut 1:3). Ibid.
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On this, Geisler remarks that Jesus and the New Testament writers indicated their belief that the
Old Testament was the word of God. Examples of this are John 10:35 where Jesus says, “The Scriptures
cannot be broken,” and “you are wrong, because you know neither the Scripture or the power of God” (Matt
22:29). See Geisler, Apologetics, 354-355.
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Geisler refers to Gen 3:4 as an example of the Bible’s record of Satan’s many lies. Although it is
recorded, he admonishes, the Bible is not thereby teaching that these lies are true. See ibid., 362.
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Ibid., 367.
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Geisler’s own arguments led him to the conclusion that “the written word is the
authority of God for settling all disputes of doctrine or practice.”106 Admittedly, he holds
that “whatever Jesus, the incarnate God, teaches is true.”107 Moreover, “the Bible and the
Bible alone contains all doctrinal and ethical truth God has revealed to humankind.”108
The Bible, “all sixty-six books, has been confirmed by God through Christ to be the
infallible word.”109 Conclusively, the Bible uses many other words or phrases to describe
itself in ways that validate its divine authority.110 We now proceed with Kaiser’s and
Geisler’s hermeneutical principles.
Kaiser’s and Geisler’s Hermeneutical Principles
While hermeneutics is the study of the supposition and practice of interpretation,
biblical hermeneutics involves the interpretation of Scriptures. Its activity, Kaiser argues,
“can either impoverish or enrich our Bible knowledge.”111 In order to “interpret, Kaiser
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Ibid.
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Ibid. See also Norman L. Geisler and William C. Roach, Defending Inerrancy: Affirming the
Accuracy of Scripture for a New Generation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), for additional resources on
the inerrancy of Scripture.
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Ibid., 376-377. Geisler concludes that because God cannot err and the Bible is the word of God,
therefore, the Bible cannot err. See Geisler and Turek, Atheist, 370. He further contends that the roots of
biblical errancy are embedded in the philosophies of Bacon, Hobbes, and Spinoza. Hence, the rise of an
errant view of Scripture did not result from a discovery of factual evidence that made belief in an inerrant
Scripture untenable; rather, it resulted from the unnecessary acceptance of philosophical premises that
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An Analysis of Its Philosophical Roots (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1981), 10-22. See also Norman L.
Geisler, ed., Inerrancy (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1980), 306-354.
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warns, we must, in every case, reproduce the scene the scriptural writer intended for his
own word.”112
In the sections that follow below, two sets of hermeneutical principles are
considered; namely, textual and ethical hermeneutical principles. A review of Kaiser’s and
Geisler’s material reveals the hermeneutical principles that guided them in the interpretive
process to arrive at the conclusion concerning the interpretation of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh
2:1-7. I begin with Kaiser.
Kaiser
Hermeneutical Principles
Textual hermeneutical principles
In Kaiser’s opinion, the current crisis regarding the doctrine of Scripture is directly
linked to poor procedures and methods of handling the Scriptures.113 He asserts, “Any
successful exegete must face the question of intentionality.”114 Furthermore, Kaiser
claims, “The meaning of any given word (in its text and context) is discretely contained in
a single intention of the author.”115 Kaiser’s exegesis to discover the author’s intended
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Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “Legitimate Hermeneutics,” in Inerrancy, ed. Norman L. Geisler (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1980), 119.
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Kaiser rejects the idea that every word in Scripture has several levels of meaning which the
author was unaware were there. Proponents of such theories include: Brooke Foss Westcott, The Epistle to
the Hebrews: The Greek Text with Notes and Essays, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1955), vi; and
Catholic theologians such as Raymond E. Brown, “The Sensus Plenior in the Last Ten Years,” Catholic
Quarterly 25 (1963): 268-269; Norbert Lohfink, The Christian Meaning of the Old Testament, trans. R. A.
Wilson (Milwaukee, WI: Bruce, 1968), 32-49. Those who advocate the single authorial meaning of the
biblical text include but are not limited to, Joseph Coppens, “Levels of Meaning in the Bible,” in How Does
the Christian Confront the Old Testament? Concilium Theology in the Age of Renewal: Scripture, 30, ed.
Pierre Benoit, Roland Edmund Murphy, and Bastiaan Martinus Franciscus van Iersel (New York: Paulist
Press, 1968), 135-138; Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “Meanings from God's Message: Matters for Interpretation,”
Christianity Today, October 5, 1979, 30-33; Bruce Vawter, Biblical Inspiration, Theological Resources
(Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1972), 115.
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meaning certainly prompted him to develop his own method which is known as the
syntactical-theological method of exegesis.116 As such, a method generally requires
guiding principles to serve in the interpretive process.
Kaiser thus recommends that the following three rules and principles of general
hermeneutics be considered as presuppositions in the interpretive task:
1. “The Bible is to be interpreted with the same rules as applying to other
books.”117 Although the Bible deals with supernatural things, the point remains that God
has deliberately decided to accommodate humankind by disclosing Himself in our
language and according to the mode to which we are accustomed in other literary
productions.118 “While it is a fact that a unique revelation containing supernatural things
that no human may aspire to know on his own, yet the above conclusion, often drawn
from this agreed-on-fact, is not necessary. After all it is revelation to us that God
deliberately designed to communicate to human beings what they themselves could not or
would not know unless they receive it from Him.”119
2. The principles of interpretation are as native and universal to humanity as is
speech itself. In other words, Kaiser’s argument is that “man’s ability to interpret is not
derived from science, technical skill, or exotic course open only to the more gifted
intellects of a society.”120 They are part of the nature of man as a being made in the image
of God. Given the gift of communication and speech itself, human beings already practice
the principles of hermeneutics. However, it would be wrong to argue that everyone is
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Kaiser, OT Theology, 18-19.

117

Kaiser, “Legitimate Hermeneutics,” 119.

118

Ibid., 119-120.

119

Ibid.

120

Ibid., 120.

131

automatically and totally successful in the practice of hemeneutical art just because it is an
integral part of the gift of communication.121
3. My personal reception and application of an author’s words is a distinct and
secondary act from the need first to understand his words. Therefore, one should not
confuse meaning and significance. God spoke in human, rather than heavenly language;
He spoke through the vocabularies, idioms, circumstances, and personalities of each of the
chosen writers.122 Although these presuppositional principles are an integral part of our
normal conversation, that does not exclude the need for hermeneutical principles of
interpretation. Various interpreters of Scripture take exceptions to these three basic
hermeneutical presuppositions.123
Besides these general hermeneutical principles, Kaiser provides additional
guidelines for special hermeneutics. The primary areas of tension that have been generated
concerning historical particularities of the text include: (1) “the divine commands that are
directed to special persons or isolated situations,”124 (2) “practices and customs that may
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These are what Kaiser calls “the five principal by-passes used as an escape to the key distinction
between meaning and significance.” Those scholars who equate significance to meaning usually do so for
the following reasons: (1) use of allegorical interpretation, (2) over-dependence on the principle of the
“perspicuity of Scripture,” (3) improper use of the principle of “progressive revelation,” (4) unfair
appropriation of the alleged freedom with which the New Testament writers cite the Old Testament, and (5)
appeal to the implied presence of a dual sense of the messianic predictions of the Old Testament. For
detailed treatment of these principles see ibid., 125-138. See also Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “The Eschatological
Hermeneutics of ‘Epangelicalism’: Promise Theology,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 13,
no. 2 (1970): 91-99; Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “The Single Intent of Scripture,” in Evangelical Roots: A Tribute
to Wilbur Smith, ed. Kenneth S. Kantzer (Nashville, TN: Nelson, 1978), 125-126. In the revised edition of
his Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics, Kaiser recommends four foundational principles that may help in
our search for the meaning of the text: (1) importance and centrality of the text of Scripture under
investigation; (2) the intertextuality in which both authors and texts influence each other, both directly and
indirectly, as later writers read or remembered the works of their predecessors, the Bible that existed up to
their day; (3) in every interpretation one should refer to the person and character of God; (4) the Bible is not
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connectors with all of its parts. See more in Kaiser and Silva, Biblical Hermeneutics (2007), 74.
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There are specific commands such as “take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing
is holy ground” (Exod 3:5); and “untie the donkey and bring them to me” (Matt 21:2-3) that were directed to
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merely reflect the cultural norm of the day but that nevertheless cause consternation for
subsequent readers who are puzzled over the problem of whether these descriptions are
really prescriptions and are still normative,”125 and (3) “use of language”126dealing with
“factual matters outside the spiritual and moral realms, such as allusions to biology,
geography, and cosmology.”127 After referring to the current crisis in hermeneutics, Kaiser
observes that this crisis in hermeneutics is neither an issue unique to the biblical
interpreter nor unrelated to the root crisis in exegetical theology.128 He further notes, “At
the heart of the debate is the problem of how the interpreter can relate ‘what the text meant
in its historical context’ to ‘what that same text means to me.’”129
In order to help the interpreter to move from exegesis to preaching, Kaiser
suggests a set of principles to serve as guidelines in this endeavor.130 He opts for the
syntactical-theological method as a viable method for understanding the biblical text131 in

no one other than those to whom they were originally given. Therefore, the principle that past particularity is
no obstruction to present significance finds its fulfillment here. See Kaiser, “Legitimate Hermeneutics,”
139-140.
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For options for handling cultural items in Scripture, see ibid., 141-144. See also next section
(ethical hermeneutical principles).
126

Kaiser suggests a set of guidelines for interpreting scriptural language that points to facts outside
the spiritual realm: (1) determine the literary form to which the section under examination belongs (for
example, what textual clues does the writer offer that will aid us in deciding to which literary genre his
statement belongs); (2) examine individual words and phrases to see if they have Near Eastern or classical
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127

Kaiser, “Legitimate Hermeneutics,” 139.

128

Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 23.

129

Ibid.

130

Kaiser, “Legitimate Hermeneutics,” 139.

131

Kaiser and Silva, Biblical Hermeneutics (2007), 34. See also Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 69-
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which he emphasizes the context, syntax, and theological meaning.132 In order to uncover
the meaning of any biblical text, paragraph, section, or book, Kaiser recommends the
following four major steps: contextual analysis, syntactical analysis, verbal analysis, and
theological analysis. Kaiser expounds upon his syntactical theological method in order to
help the interpreter discover the meaning of the text as intended by its author.
1. Kaiser's first step is the contention that a good exegetical procedure dictates
that the details be viewed in the light of the total context.133 Therefore, it is important to
carefully consider the sectional context, book context, canonical context, and immediate
context.134
2. In the second step, the syntactical analysis stresses two key parts of the
exegetical process. First, the emphasis is placed on the syntax; this is one of the most
important avenues for the interpreter to use in reconstructing the thread of the author's
meaning. In Kaiser’s judgment, the way in which words are put together so as to form
phrases, clauses, and sentences will aid in discovering the author’s pattern of meaning.135
He further adds that syntactical analysis systematically operates from three buildingblocks, namely, concept, proposition, and paragraph. It is therefore through these that the
exegete receives the data needed to get the meaning of the text from the organization of
these building-blocks.136 The second key part focuses on theological analysis, a neglected
feature in exegetical literature. Kaiser notes, “Doctrine and theological truth are imported
from all over Scripture without concern as to whether the process is legitimate or not.”137
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In order to provide a solution to this crisis in hermeneutics, Kaiser contends that “the
analogy of the antecedent of scripture will be a chief contributor to the theological
analysis of any passage at hand.”138
3. In the interpretation process, a word may appear in one sentence as a noun and
in another as a verb; thus the meaning of that word is indicated by the grammatical
construction in which it occurs.139
Kaiser lays out some general principles for the exegete to serve as guidelines in the
search for the meaning as intended by the original author.
a. The meaning of words is determined by customs and general usage
current in the times when the author wrote them. Kaiser admonishes: “No
intelligent writer deliberately departs from the current usage that is
prevalent in a particular age without having a good reason for doing so and
without furnishing some explicit textual clue indicating that he has done
so.”140
b. “In assigning a meaning to a word, the exegete is on the most solid
basis when the author himself has defined the term he uses.”141
c. “A word may be explained by the immediate attachment of an
appositional phrase, or some other defining expression.”142

138

In another work Kaiser argues that the principle of the perspicuity of Scripture means that the
Bible is sufficiently clear in and of itself for believers to understand it. See Kaiser, “Legitimate
Hermeneutics,” 128.
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Theology,106-107.
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One such example is Eph 2:1 where the apostle declares that “you are dead” and adds the
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up.” Ibid., 107.
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d. The grammatical construction of a word may be another clue to its
meaning.143
e. The meaning of some words may be determined by contextual
antitheses and contrasts.144
f. In Old Testament poetry, one of the best ways to determine the
meaning of a word is by means of Hebrew parallelism.145
g. A careful comparison of parallel passages may help an exegete.146
Kaiser warns against two extremes often found in the discussion of
customs, cultures, and biblical norms. While one tends to level out all
features in the Bible, including its cultural institutions and terms, the other
tends to jump at any suspected culturally conditioned description in the
Bible as an excuse for reducing the teaching connected with that text to a
mere report of a now defunct situation.
4. The fourth and final step in the search for meaning in any biblical text, as
Kaiser suggests, is the theological analysis. This is the missing ingredient in most sermon
preparation. The first step toward theological analysis is to identify the core of the text and
the assemblage of the books which were available in the canon at the time of the writing
of that text. To this end, the interpreter may determine God’s normative word.
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An example of this principle is seen in the use of the word “shepherd” which may be used as
either noun or verb. At other times the subject or predicate will serve to limit and define a word which may
have different meanings in different contexts. Ibid., 107.
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In Rom 8:5-8 Paul contrasts those who live “according to the flesh” with those who live
“according to the Spirit.” Ibid., 107.
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Kaiser thus concurs with John Bright that a correct theological analysis depends
upon applying the principle of the antecedent of Scripture.147 Kaiser’s appeal is that
theological analysis must become an integral part of exegesis, organized along diachronic
lines so as to make a contribution to the discipline of exegesis.148 Theological analysis, he
further argues, bridges the gap from grammar, syntax, and literary structure to the
endeavor to discover the meaning for a contemporary audience. In no case should a later
doctrine be used as an exegetical tool to unlock an earlier passage.149 That, he adds, would
be an extremely serious methodological mistake because all revelation would then be
leveled out.150
In applying the principle of the antecedent of Scripture, Kaiser’s contention is that
“theology must be objectively derived from the text and not be subjectively imposed on
the text by the interpreter.”151 Another way to unpack the theological meaning of a text is
to use a theological wordbook that seeks to define the leading theological concepts of the
Bible by tracing (1) the meaning that these words have in the various contexts where they
receive major development, and (2) the history of these same words throughout biblical
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Kaiser suggests the following clues to the antecedent theology within a text as follows: (1) The
use of certain terms which have already acquired a special meaning in the history of salvation and have
begun to take on a technical status (examples: “seed,” “servant,” “rest,” “inheritance”). (2) A direct
reference or a indirect allusion to a previous event in the progress of revelation with a view of making a
related theological statement. (3) Direct or indirect citation of quotations so as to appropriate them for a
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literature.152 Thus, this endeavor will help the exegete to check the work that has already
been done in biblical theology, including conclusions, which have been drawn about the
terms in the passage under consideration.153
Kaiser warns that wordbooks cannot be substitutes for the exegete’s own work
with the immediate context. He suggests the following procedure for personal word study
before any attempt to consult any theological wordbooks:
1. The word to be studied is to play a key role in the passage being exegeted.
2. Define the word selected in terms of its function in the immediate context and
consider how that word is used elsewhere within the same book. There might be
progression of nuances of meaning within one book.
3. Examine the usage of this word by other authors who wrote during the same
period of time.
4. It is helpful to study the root from which the word came.
5. Consult an exhaustive concordance for the following information:
a. the total number of times the word appears in the Bible
b. the period in which there is the highest concentration of usage
c. any limited context that exhibits an extraordinary number of uses, and
d. those contexts that illustrate its usage prior to the selected text being
exegeted.
6. Consult the various cognate languages to find additional usage, especially for
those words which occur infrequently in the Bible or only once (hapax legomena).154
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By providing these sets of textual hermeneutical principles, Kaiser seeks to help
the exegete discover the meaning of the text as intended by the origical author and its
significance for us in the present time. Besides Kaiser’s textual hermeneutical principles,
he also suggests ethical hermeneutical principles.
Ethical hermeneutical principles
Before these ethical hermeneutical principles could be applied to the biblical text,
Kaiser advises that three assumptions be considered when dealing with ethical issues: The
first assumption is that the particular commands of the Old Testament can be universalized
because its moral statements were meant to be applied to a universal class of peoples,
tribes, and conditions. The second is that the commands of the Old Testament exhibit
consistency because a biblical writer has, elsewhere in his writings, already given a pattern
of thought that shows us what universal understanding lies behind a particular injunction.
The third assumption is that the commands of the Old Testament are prescriptive and
make demands and claims upon their readers because all mortals are made in the same
image of God.155
In addition to the above guidelines for the interpretation of Old Testament
passages containing moral instructions, Kaiser provides additional aid to approach the
popular cushioned precepts in accordance with the true intentions of the authors. He
argues:
1. Universal moral statements are frequently found in Scripture; however, the
expressions by which they are conveyed must often be understood with certain
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See Kaiser, Christian, 81-84.
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limitations found in the nature of things or various other circumstances.156
2. Universal moral truth often must be understood comparatively, even
though not cast in that form.157
3. Negative moral principles include affirmatives, and affirmatives include
negatives, so that when any sin is forbidden, the opposite duty is urged upon us and
when any duty is encouraged, its opposite sin is forbidden.158
4. Negatives are binding at all times and we must never do anything forbidden
even though good may ultimately come from it.159
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Kaiser suggests some of the limitations and their examples as follows: (1) “Some universal or
indefinite moral prescriptions often stress only the tendency of a thing to produce a certain effect even
though that effect may not always necessarily take place; thus in Prov 15:1 ‘Solomon observes that a gentle
answer turns away wrath’ even though in an obstinate and wicked man it may actually at times produce the
opposite result.” (2) “Other universal or indefinite moral prescriptions intend only to tell what generally or
often takes place without implying that there are no exceptions to the rules. Proverbs 22:16 urges to ‘train up
a child in the way he should go and when he is old he will not depart from it.’ This is indeed the frequent
consequence of wise parental education. But the text does not mean to hold that there are no exceptions to
this rule or that there are no other instructive factors that could frustrate the good training laid down.” (3)
“Other universal prescriptions state what ought to be done, not what actually takes place always.
Accordingly, Mal 2:7 says ‘the lips of a priest should preserve knowledge’ and Prov 16:10 affirms, ‘the lips
of a king speak as an oracle.’” (4) “Often moral precepts are set forth generally and absolutely when they are
to be taken with certain limitations. For example, the statement “Do not swear not at all” (Matt 5:34 or Lev
19:12), does not forbid us from taking any legitimate oaths in court or the like. For Moses urged in another
text, ‘take your oaths by his name’ (Deut 6:13).” See Kaiser, OT Ethics, 64-65.
157

For example, God “desired mercy, not sacrifice” (Hos 6:6; Matt 9:13, 12:7), yet the sacrificial
system was part of his revelation as well. This then must be understood in terms of priorities, “this first and
then that” (cf. 1 Sam 15:22). Kaiser, OT Ethics, 64-65.
158

For example, Deut 6:13 commands us to serve God, thus we are thereby forbidden to serve any
other god without the text explicitly forbidding it.
159

As it is stated, for example, in Rom 3:8.
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5. Some moral precepts in Scripture will allow for exceptions in some
situations on account of other duties or moral precepts that ought to predominate
according to biblical instruction.160
6. Changes in circumstances change moral things; therefore, contrary actions
may be taken in the moral realm on account of differences of circumstances.161
7. It is important to distinguish between what is being described and what is
being prescribed in the character, actions, and judgment of people, nations, and events
in the Old Testament.162
Kaiser further adds: “The silence of Scripture must not be counted as
acquiescence.”163 Responding to the charges against the character of Old Testament men
and women, he notes, “God's approbation of an individual must be strictly limited to
certain textually specified characteristics.” To put it in another way: “Divine approval of
an individual in one aspect or area of his life does not entail and must not be extended to
mean that there is a divine approval of that individual in all aspects of his character or
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Frequently Solomon laid down rules for putting up security for others (Prov 6:1-2; 11:15; 17:18;
20:16); while he does not condemn the practice, which love, justice, and prudence might demand in some
cases, he does urge us to avoid doing so rashly and without considering the person and his or her ability to
pay off the debt. Kaiser, OT Ethics, 66.
161

In Prov 26:4-5, we meet two such approaches to morality: “Do not answer the fool according to
his folly, or you will be like him yourself” and “Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in
his own eyes.” These are not two inconsistent or even contradictory rules, but two distinct rules of conduct
that will be severely observed, depending on which set of circumstances noted in the text are operable at the
time. In one case we are advised to pay fools back in their own coins, with the aim of showing them their
own foolishness. However, in other instances the best policy will be to avoid answering altogether and avoid
playing the fool ourselves. Kaiser, OT Ethics, 66.
162

Kaiser, OT Ethics, 64-67. Kaiser further elaborates on the seventh principle by adding that it is
important to separate out those precepts or items that are merely circumstantial and temporary from what is
abiding, essential, and therefore obligatory and permanent for all ages. Ibid., 66.
163

Ibid., 184.
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conduct.”164 Therefore, we must make a distinction between what the Bible approves and
what it reports.165 Admittedly, Kaiser remarks that reporting or narrating an event in
Scripture is not to be equated with approving, recommending, or making that action or
characteristic normative for emulation by all subsequent readers. In addition, we must
constantly distinguish, on the basis of explicit statements and the immediate and larger
contexts, between what the Bible teaches and what it merely, but sadly, must report in
order to describe how far the people of God departed from the standard of the holiness of
His person and the encouragement of His law.166 Still another principle states that
meaning or truth is not to be limited by the erroneous conceptions or temporary blindness
of others, but is to be dictated by all the facts and the verbal referents that are known by
the one making the statement.167 In other words, Kaiser asserts that speakers should not
act outside of a full consideration of all relevant facts and data known, just as no one is
held accountable or charged with falsehood if in an athletic contest or on a battlefield
some cried “deception” because they failed in their responsibility to discover the real
purpose of actions involved.168
While laying his ethical hermeneutical groundwork, Kaiser did not overlook the
cultural realm; he thus lays out some principles for approaching cultural terms in the text:
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Ibid., 270-271. To illustrate this principle, Kaiser points to the biblical story of Abraham. He
notes that while Abraham mightily trusted God in leaving Ur (Gen 12:1), in looking up at the stars and
receiving the promise about a line of descendants as numerous as the heavenly bodies (Gen 15:5-6), and in
being willing to offer Isaac his son (Gen 22), he certainly was not to be commended in his anxiety over his
wife and the ruse he devised to protect her. The tragedy is that Abraham taught his son the same sin, which
Isaac then used in Gen 26:6-11. Again, I repeat with Greene that commendation of a character need not
imply commendation of every element of the character. William Brenton Greene Jr., “The Ethics of the
OT,” Classical Evangelical Essays in Old Testament Interpretation, ed. Walter C. Kaiser Jr. (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker, 1972), 213.
165

Kaiser and Silva, Biblical Hermeneutics (1994), 280.
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Kaiser, OT Ethics, 283.
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Ibid., 274.
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Ibid., 274.
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First, “those items which reflect the specific times, culture, and temporal forms in
which the message was given should be identified. The author and his context must be the
final authority as to how each one of these items is to be handled.”169 Second, where a
distinction between the cultural form and its content is to be made, Kaiser suggests the
following guidelines that could be used to distinguish timeless truth from that which is
temporary and contingent.170 In this regard, Kaiser recommends that the exegete (a) must
determine when the writer is merely describing something and setting the background for
his abiding principle, and when he is prescribing something for his time and afterwards;171
(b) must determine whether the passage is inculcating a theological principle by means of
a handy illustration from the culture of that day (in this case the principle remains
regardless of whether or not the illustration continues);172 (c) should ask himself/herself
whether the same theological principle may not be recognized just as fully today through
an equivalent but not culturally identical medium;173 (d) should note that there is
something to be learned whenever Scripture itself, in a later historical situation, applies a
different form or sanction to the same content.174
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Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 116.

170

See Robert C. Sproul, “Controversy at Culture Gap,” Eternity 27 (May 1976): 13-15, 40.

171

For example, the exegete must assess whether the early church government is to be followed to
the letter or whether there are hints that some or all of their notices are merely descriptive. See Kaiser,
Exegetical Theology, 117.
172

Kaiser refers to Jas 2:1-7 to suggest that the principle of humility remains though the requirement
that rich parishioners be seated on the floors of our churches so that the poor might be seated on the pews
does not. See ibid., 117.
173

An example of this is seen in a form of greeting such as shaking hands in occidental cultures just
as a holy kiss functions in oriental cultures (1 Cor 16:20). See also John 13:12-16 where a servant-like
attitude may be equivalent to the custom of foot washing. See ibid., 117.
174

For example, the teaching on incest continues into the New Testament, yet without the form of
the sanction provided for in the Old Testament, namely death. Instead, the New Testament recommends
excommunication from the church until there is public repentance. See ibid., 117.

143

Third, “if a reason for a practice or for what might appear to be a culturallyconditioned command is given and the reason is located in God's unchanging nature, then
the command or practice is of permanent relevance for all believers in all ages.”175
Fourth, at times the principle of “other things being equal” may be attached to
some of these commands. While those commands based on God’s nature will allow no
exception, often there are times when circumstances will alter the application of those
laws which rest only on the word of God addressed to a particular time or situation.176
Fifth, special emphasis must be placed on the context every time the exegete meets
what is suspected of being a strictly cultural item.177
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According to Kaiser, Gen 9:6 requires that the state use capital punishment against all who
commit first-degree murder “because God made man in His own image,” and as long as men and women
continue to be made in the image of God, this sanction is to be used—not as compensation for the victim's
grieving family. See ibid., 117.
176

An example is the command that no one was to eat “the bread of presence” except the priest
according to Lev 24:5-9. But this command was set aside in favor of David's famished men (1 Sam 21:1-6).
See more detail in ibid., 118.
177

Examples are found in those New Testament passages dealing with the sphere of authority
assigned to women. The following illustrates Kaiser's argument: The use of explicit doctrinal and
theological statements interspersed throughout the passage which treats some local problem indicates that
serious teaching is involved even if the form of the custom is not always to be retained. For example, 1 Cor
11:3 announces that “the head of every man is Christ, the head of every woman is her husband, and the head
of Christ is God.” If the context rejects a practice or custom mentioned in the text being examined, we may
be sure the practice or custom was never normative for believers. For example, in 1 Cor 6:12 and 10:23 the
apostle Paul says “all things are lawful,” but he quickly refutes that position by adding “but not all things
build up.” A more difficult decision is to be made when the immediate passage is not qualified by anything
except an explanatory clause or sentence that follows it. An example of this is 1 Tim 2:8-15 apparently not
allowing women to teach. The exegete must diligently work to determine what the reasons were, for on their
proper identification will hinge whether the injunctions given in the text are to be regarded as permanent or
provisional. Finally, strict attention must be paid to the Bible’s own definition of its terms as found in the
context. Too often there is an easy substitution of contemporary values for these terms. An example is the
use of the term fusikh.n in Rom 1:26-27 to mean sexual relations which are “natural” for an individual given
his biological makeup, earlier experience, and orientation to life. See more detail in ibid., 120. For
additional discussions on arriving at the single meaning of the author in those places he includes culturalhistorical elements; see Kaiser, “Legitimate Hermeneutics,” 142-144. But Kaiser argues that the apostle is
using “natural” in corporate and moral terms; he is not thinking of distinctive individual nature. The source
of such readjustments to the text is the behavioral sciences and modern ideologies, not the text itself. A fine
critique of this error could found in Charles H. Kraft, “Toward a Christian Ethnotheology,” in God, Man and
Church Growth, ed. A. R. Tippett (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1973), 357-367; Charles H. Kraft,
“Interpreting in Cultural Context,” Journal for the Study of the Evangelical Theological Society 21, no. 4
December (1978): 357-367.
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Kaiser provides guiding principles for the interpretation of the moral law of God
such as the “Ten Commandments.” First, he notes that the prologue of the Ten
Commandments has the environment of grace;178 second, all moral law is double-sided,
meaning that it can be expressed either positively or negatively.179 Third, omitting or
refraining from doing a forbidden act is not a moral response. Fourth, the opposite good of
a forbidden evil must be practiced if we are to be obedient.180 He then concludes that the
Ten Commandments are thus expressions of the character of God in which these
textual/ethical hermeneutical principles take root.181
Without being exhaustive, I have reported above Kaiser’s ethical hermeneutical
principles of which some directly influenced his interpretation of the two texts under
consideration. Before assessing some of the hermeneutical principles deemed to have
affected his understanding of the texts, it is imperative to provide a similar report for
Geiler’s textual and ethical hermeneutical principles.
Geisler
Hermeneutical Principles
Textual hermeneutical principles
The interpretive task requires hermeneutical principles to guide in the quest for
meaning. Although Scripture reveals that there are difficult texts which are hard to
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For example, Kaiser's argument in regard to Exod 20:2–“I am the LORD your God, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery”–is that it was because of the grace of God, for no
one deserved it. Kaiser, Christian, 89.
179

When we say what we can't do, we imply all that part that we must do. See ibid., 90.

180

Ibid., 89-90. One must actively seek to protect the life and to encourage the life of others if one is
carrying out the “thou shall not kill” command. See ibid., 90.
181

Ibid., 77.
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understand,182 Geisler nevertheless contends that there are also real answers to those
difficulties. In order to answer questions concerning Bible difficulties,183 Geisler provides
six guidelines for handling difficult passages:
1. Be sure you know what the text says as an often-misquoted verse may mislead
someone.184
2. Be sure you know what the text means as the Bible uses figurative or symbolic
language to express some words and phrases.185
3. Don't confuse error with imprecision.186

182

See, for example, 2 Pet 3:16: “as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these things, in which
are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the
Scriptures, to their own destruction.”
183

Geisler refers to several mistakes resulting from “the misinterpretation of man”: assuming that
the unexplained is not explainable; presuming the Bible guilty until proven innocent; confusing our fallible
interpretation with God’s infallible revelation; failing to understand the context of the passage; neglecting to
interpret difficult passages in the light of clear ones; basing a teaching on an obscure passage; forgetting that
the Bible is a human book with human characteristics; assuming that a partial report is a false report;
demanding that New Testament citations of the Old Testament always be exact quotations; assuming that
divergent accounts are false ones; presuming that the Bible approves of all it records; forgetting that the
Bible uses non-technical, everyday language; assuming that round numbers are false; neglecting to note that
the Bible uses different literary devices; forgetting that only the original text, not every copy of Scripture, is
without error. See details of these in Norman L. Geisler and Thomas Howe, When Critics Ask: A Popular
Handbook on Bible Difficulties (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1992), 15-24.
184

Geisler refers to the often misquoted “money is the root of all evil” in 1 Tim 6:10 to reinforce the
importance of applying the textual principles. The text says that “the love of money,” and not money itself,
is decried as the root of all evil. Geisler and Brooks, Skeptics, 164.
185

Geisler uses this principle to explain what the “seed” in Matt 13:31 and Mark 4:31 means. He
concludes that a closer examination of what Jesus said reveals that the word He used for “seed” means
garden seeds that yield a crop. Geisler also notes that some words change meaning in different contexts.
Accordingly, a “trunk” might belong to an elephant, a car, a salesperson, or a tree; thus its meaning depends
on the context in which it is used. Finally, Geisler suggests that the Bible is its best interpreter and he finds
no substitute for comparing Scripture with Scripture. See ibid., 165.
186

On this principle Geisler is of the opinion that as long as it can be shown that the biblical
author’s citation is faithful to the meaning of the text quoted, imprecision can be tolerated. He appeals to the
same principle as used in today’s media.
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4. Don't confuse falsity with perspective.187
5. Language about the world is everyday language.
6. Remember that the Bible often records things of which it does not approve.188
For Geisler, Christ is both the key to Bible interpretation and the theme of the
entire Bible. The Bible must be therefore interpreted Christocentrically.189 Besides
providing textual principles for the interpretation of the biblical text,190 Geisler also
suggests some ethical guiding principles for dealing with texts which involve moral issues.
Ethical hermeneutical principles
Geisler’s system of ethics—hierarchicalism or graded absolutism—is a system in
which one is not guilty for doing the greater good but is praised for doing his or her
best.191 It maintains that whenever norms conflict, one is morally right in breaking the
lower norm in order to keep the higher one.192 Since one is not guilty for breaking a lower
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The argument is that when a biblical writer records a part of an event which he saw and fails to
mention some other part someone else saw, his record is still true. Just because a witness sees only part of
the accident or sees it only from one angle doesn't mean that his or her testimony is false. See Geisler and
Brooks, Skeptics, 166.
188

Geisler rightly observes that the Bible records things it does not approve. For example, David’s
sin (2 Sam 11) and Solomon’s polygamy (1 Kgs 11:1-8) are recorded without any sermons condemning
them. Similarly, it also records Satan’s lie without approving it (Gen 3:4-5). For detailed examples of how
Geisler used those principles to resolve some Bible difficulties, see Geisler and Brooks, Skeptics, 166-178.
189

Norman L. Geisler, A Popular Survey of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1977),

19.
190

Geisler applies these guidelines to resolve difficulties such as genealogical problems, ethical
problems, historical problems, quotation problems, and scientific problems. See details in Geisler and
Brooks, Skeptics, 166-178.
191

Geisler argues that in graded absolutism the person is only obligated to obey the higher
command. See ibid., 286-87. It maintains a hierarchical arrangement or ordering of ethical norms based on
the relative scale of values they represent. It implies a pyramid of normative values which in and of
themselves are objectively binding on human beings. In addition, one is not guilty for breaking a lower norm
but has an exemption from it in view of the overriding duty to the higher norm. See Geisler, Ethics, 114-115.
192

Geisler, Ethics, 114. He further explains that when conflict arises, one is only obligated to obey
the higher command. His duty is to follow the higher command given by God, which is the greatest good.
See Geisler and Brooks, Skeptics, 286.
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norm but has exemption from it in view of the overriding duty to the higher norm, Geisler
offers the following seven ethical hermeneutical principles for decision-making in view of
a possible conflict of values.
1. “Persons are more valuable than things; therefore, people are to be loved and
things are to be used.”193 Geisler offers three arguments to further explain this first
principle. The first argument holds that persons are intrinsically valued higher than things
because subjects are more valuable than mere objects. The second states that a personal
subject is intrinsically higher than an object as manifested by the subject’s ability of selfdetermination. The third argument advocates that persons are intrinsically valued higher
more than things because persons can relate personally to others while things cannot.194
2. An infinite person is more valuable than finite persons are. Because God is of
infinite value and the essence of good itself, Geisler explains that whenever there is a
conflict between the value of finite persons and the infinitely personal being, one must
choose in favor of the latter over the former. Geisler refers to Acts 5:29 to argue that
whenever there is conflict between whether to obey God or man, “we must obey God
rather than man.”195
3. A complete person is more valuable than an incomplete person. In Geisler’s
own words, “the complete is of more value that the incomplete,” thus, suggesting “a whole
person is of more value than a partial person.” For Geisler, the incompleteness of a person
is determined by his mental state. He argues that a mentally ill man is lessened by his
incapacitation because he cannot bear nor engage in the full responsibility of personhood.
Another explanation is that a handicapped or a blind person is of less value because of
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Geisler, Ethics, 114.
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See ibid., 115-116.
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Ibid., 116.
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their physical limitations on their personal activities. A person who is physically complete
has a better manifestation of humanity than one who is not.196
4. An actual person is of more value than the potential person. Thus, it follows
that a mother is more intrinsically valuable as a person than the fertilized ovum within the
womb because the mother is an actual person, whereas the embryo is only a potential
person.197
5. Potential persons are more valuable than actual things. Geisler gives two
reasons for preferring potential persons to mere things: the first one is that the most
sophisticated computer and the most educated animal cannot enter into relationship; the
second is that the embryo may potentially become a person whereas a stone which has no
potentiality to become a person cannot become a person.198
6. Many persons are more valuable than few persons are. The contention here is
that if one were faced with the decision of saving five lives or two lives, one should save
the most lives possible because, according to Geisler, many persons have more value than
one person does. However, he warns against assuming that the greater value is based on
the mere quantity of persons but rather on the potential for interpersonal relationships and
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Although Geisler claims not to imply that the mentally retarded or physically handicapped are
not equally human with those who are not, he nevertheless submits that their personhood would be more
valuable if it were complete. See ibid., 117. See also Geisler, Options and Issues, 120-132.
197

Although Geisler is not explicit on what it means to be fully human, he maintains that being fully
human is better than the mere possibility of becoming human. See Geisler, Ethics, 118.
198

Geisler sums it up when he says that the potential for the greater good of personhood is to be
preferred to the actuality of the lesser good or mere “thinghood.” He adds that a potential person is worth
risking anything one can, provided that it does not involve the sacrifice of other persons. Thus, one should
not use up the resources needed to preserve actual persons in attempting to save a potential person. See ibid.,
118-119.
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the enhancing of the personhood of all the persons involved. Geisler sees overcrowded
cities and the threat of overpopulation as exceptions to this principle.199
7. Personal acts, which promote personhood, are better than those which do not.
Geisler’s argument is that the many acts performed by persons with respect to others are
not all of equal value. Therefore, because some acts promote hatred while others enhance
inter-personal relations, acts which promote interpersonal relationships should have
precedence over those which do not. In the case of a moral dilemma in which one must
choose between an equal number of persons living while the others die, the decision
should be based on which person will probably promote the best truly interpersonal
relationships if he or she lives. For example, a general might be saved and a soldier
sacrificed or a minister kept alive while a murderer dies.200
I have provided above both Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions and
hermeneutical principles. These presuppositions and hermeneutical principles guided them
in the meanings they assigned to the two texts of Scripture under consideration. The
following section presents a report of their interpretation and conclusion on the texts. I
begin with Kaiser.
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Geisler warns against drawing the conclusion that this principle always applies. He foresees
some possible limitations: for example, if a family, nation, or even a race reaches the point where it stretches
to exceed its own possibilities, then the suggested ways of leveling off the population are starvation, plagues,
and war. In addition, there could be too many people for each individual to develop fully his personhood.
Thus, the principle that many persons are better than few extends only as far as the word “person” permits.
See ibid., 119-120.
200

But how do we know that by sparing the lives of those individuals, the interpersonal relationships
of these will be enhanced? See ibid., 114-121.
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Kaiser’s Interpretation of Exodus 1:15-22 and Joshua 2:1-7
Exodus 1:15-22
As an Old Testament theologian, one would expect Kaiser to exegete the preceding
texts following all the steps outlined in his book Toward an Exegetical Theology.201
Nowhere in his writings has he provided a guided systematic exegesis of those texts under
consideration. However, for reasons he has not provided, Kaiser simply states his
understanding of texts. Consequently, the lack of a systematic exegetical treatment of the
texts does not seem to constitute a handicap as to the meaning he gives to the text.
In his book entitled Toward Old Testament Ethics, Kaiser makes reference to Exod
1:15-22 and observes, “The issue at stake in the case of the midwives and Rahab is
whether God recognizes and approves of otherwise dubious methods that are alien to the
integrity of His character in fulfilling the purpose of His will.”202 It seems evident from
the start that for Kaiser, the midwives ought not to have lied. He queries, “Can a strong
faith coexist and be actuated by the infirmities of unbelief?”203 Since for Kaiser “the
standard for truth is first of all God himself,”204 the midwives’ lie would thus be
incompatible with the “God in whom there is no lie.”205
Explaining his reasoning, Kaiser states, “When a government (or ruler) orders its
subjects to do something that violates the direct commands of God, such as murdering
children (Exod 1:16-17) . . . then the government and its ruler must be disobeyed.
Obedience to God takes precedence over all other edicts.”206 After referring to the case of
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See Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 69-148.
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Kaiser, OT Ethics, 271.
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Ibid.
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Ibid., 223.
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See Heb 6:18.
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Kaiser, OT Ethics, 163.
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Rahab, Kaiser notes, “The case is not different with the midwives in Exodus 1:17-22.
They too ‘feared God and not the king of Egypt’. They are praised for outright refusal to
snuff out male infant lives. Their reverence for life reflected their reverence for God and
so he built them into ‘houses’ (~ytiB'), permanent families in Israel. All of this is good and
well.”207 Kaiser asks, “But does the text give us warrant to speak untruth under proper
conditions?”208 Kaiser explains his rejection of lies: “The juxtaposition of the account of
their lie to Pharaoh in Exodus 1:19 with the statement that God dealt well with them in
verse 20 might appear to imply an endorsement of their lie. But this suspiscion cannot be
sustained in the text, for twice it attributes the reason for God’s blessing them to the fact
that they fear (believed) God (vv. 17 and 21).”209 In another work, Kaiser explains that it
was their fear of God.210 He asks, “Can the endorsement of that one area of their life mean
endorsement of all areas?”211
In Kaiser's opinion, Pharaoh had given up his right to know all the facts212
although Kaiser claims the unlikeliness of the midwives’ right to lie. Inasmuch as Pharaoh
did not deserve to know all the truth, Kaiser maintains that the midwives owed it to God to
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Ibid., 273.
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Ibid.
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Ibid.
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Ibid., 273. “God built the midwives into houses.” This means, “God gave them families and
perpetuated their families in Israel because they feared God more than they feared the king of Egypt, the
Pharaoh. But that was not an endorsement of everything they did.” See Kaiser, Christian, 60.
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Kaiser, Christian, 60.
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Kaiser thinks that this is similar to the case of Saul and Samuel in 1 Sam 16:1-3, and could be
considered as a case of legitimate concealment of facts. See Kaiser, OT Ethics, 273. In 1 Sam 16 God has
rejected Saul as king, and the prophet Samuel was to anoint David in his stead. Since Samuel was afraid for
his life, God instructed him to take a heifer to offer a sacrifice. In v. 3 God told Samuel to invite Jesse to the
ceremony. Since he did offer a sacrifice, a case of lying or deceit cannot be claimed. When one argues for a
case of voluntary concealment, it is in the light of v. 5 where the elders inquired about the purpose of
Samuel’s visit. Since the elders failed to ask whether there was anything else beside the sacrifice, it could be
argued that Samuel was in no way compelled to disclose the purpose of his visit. Therefore, we can safely
conclude that neither God nor Samuel was engaged in any kind of deceptive behavior.
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speak only the truth.213 Admittedly, if the midwives truly had not made even one Hebrew
male delivery during the month of the Pharaoh's new program, how then could their
response be laudable and justified by Old Testament ethics? Consequently, if they were
only telling partial truths, they were just as blameworthy as Rahab, Abraham, Isaac, or
Jacob had been when they lied.214 Kaiser talks about Pharaoh forfeiting his right to know
the facts, then he discusses legitimate concealment, and concludes that the midwives
ought to tell the truth.
However, this overview has raised the moral question of how someone could lose
their right to know all the facts. How does this harmonize with the moral obligation to tell
the truth? Does it make sense that the midwives are obligated to be honest while Pharaoh
loses his right to know the truth? Kaiser provides additional explanations.215 Despite his
rejection of lying in Exod 1:15-22, he foresees a third alternative. Kaiser suggests that
honest options are available when he refers to 1 Cor 10:13, which states that “God is
faithful and will provide with the temptation a way to escape.”216 These statements from
Kaiser and more are analyzed below in the critical assessment section in the next chapter.
So far, it seems from the preceedings, according to Kaiser, that the midwives owed
it to God to tell the truth to the Pharaoh when asked about the fate of the newborn babies.
Consequently, for him the Bible does not warrant their lying to the king. The next section
covers Kaiser’s understanding of Josh 2:1-7.
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Were the midwives right to lie? Kaiser thinks that the midwives had no more right to lie that we
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Joshua 2:1-7
Akin to the case of the midwives who lied to Pharaoh to protect innocent babies in
Exod 1:15-22 is the case of Rahab, who also lied to the king of Jericho when she was
asked for the spies' whereabouts. As with the midwives, Kaiser opines, the commendation
of Rahab in Heb 11 is not as a result of her lie to the king of Jericho, but rather, for her
faith in the God of Israel. The Bible, he says, “is unhesitating in its praise of Rahab, as
Heb 11:31 commands her faith in God.”217 He further states, “The Old Testament does
approve of one main quality of her life—her faith. This faith is seen in the fact that she
feared the God of Israel more than she feared her own king of Jericho.”218
It is thus evident, according to Kaiser, that “it was not her lying that won her the
divine recognition, but rather her faith. The evidence of her faith was seen in the works of
receiving the spies and sending them out another way.”219 Accordingly, Kaiser believes
Rahab was mirroring the character and goodness of God when she hid the spies and took
the legitimate precaution of sending them out another way. Therefore, her lying was an
unnecessary accouterment to both of the approved responses. Kaiser even makes his case
stronger by referring to John Murray, who writes of Rahab this way:
It is strange theology to insist that approval of her faith and works in receiving
the spies and helping them to escape must embrace the approval of all actions
associated with her praiseworthy conduct. Moreover, if it were objected that the
preservation of the spies and the sequel of sending them out another way could not
be accomplished apart from the untruth uttered and that the untruth is integral to the
successful outcome of her action, there are three things to be borne in mind.
(1) We are presuming too much in reference to the providence of God when we
say that the untruth was indispensable to the successful outcome of her believing
action.
(2) Granting that in de facto providence of God, the untruth was one of the
means through which the spies escape, it does not follow that Rahab was morally
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justified in using this method. God can fulfill His holy, decretive will through our
unholy acts.
(3) To justify the untruth because it is so closely bound up with the total result is
poor theology and worse theodicy.220
Although the Bible does not comment on Rahab's lie, this lack of negative
comment “does not grant her the right to lie.”221 Consequently, Rahab could have said,
“You think there are spies here? Come in and search for yourself.”222 To support his
arguments, Kaiser refers to Rom 3:8 to warn against doing evil that good may come.223
Furthermore, he writes, “Even if Rahab's untruth allowed the two spies to escape harm,
this does not therefore justify such a method. God is not reduced to unholy acts to fulfill
His will. Untruth cannot be vindicated simply because it is closely tied to the total
result.”224
Kaiser objects to the idea that “protecting innocent lives is a greater good than the
demand to always tell the truth.”225 To advocate such a hierarchy is, he says, “an artificial
and subjective construct.”226 “To do so would pit part of God’s nature against other
parts.”227 As in the case of the midwives, Kaiser advocates a third providential alternative

220

Murray, Conduct, 138-139.

221

Ibid.

222

Kaiser, Christian, 61. According to Kaiser, Corrie Ten Boom and her sister faced an identical
situation in Holland during World War II. Corrie, by telling the truth, did the right thing. She hid the Jews
well from the Nazi soldiers, and she answered the soldiers without giving a yes or no answer. He adds that
there comes a point where some forfeit their right to know all the facts. Even in those situations, we still do
not have the right to lie. Evidently, for Kaiser, a lie cannot be justified. The Old Testament does not condone
lying. Kaiser, Contemporary Preaching, 19.
223

“And why not say (as we are slanderously reported and as some affirm that we say), ‘Let us do
evil that good may come’? Their condemnation is just.”
224

Kaiser et al., Hard Sayings, 182.

225

Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Hard Sayings of the Old Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity,

1988), 97.
226

Ibid.

227

Ibid.

155

by suggesting that it is “possible to maintain a position of non-conflicting absolutes.”228
Referring to 1 Cor 10:13, he suggests that “God will provide the way to avoid
conflicts.”229 Kaiser’s understanding of Josh 2:1-7 seems similar to Exod 1:15-22 as he
maintains in each case the rejection of lying to save life.
In light of the previous depiction of Kaiser’s understanding of Exod 1:15-22 and
Josh 2:1-7 one observes that, for Kaiser, lying in order to save life as implied in both texts
above appears wrong, unbiblical, and unwarranted. In both cases, Kaiser maintains that it
was their faith that warranted the blessings and not the lies told. I continue with Geisler.
Geisler’s Interpretation of Exodus 1:15-22 and Joshua 2:1-7
Exodus 1:15-22
Geisler follows a thomistic approach in his interpretation, an approach that consists
of raising questions and then providing answers to his own questions.230 He raises the
question as to “how two midwives could take care of so many Hebrew women.”231 First,
Geisler acknowledges what Scripture says about the two midwives, Shiphrah and Puah,
who were summoned by Pharaoh to kill the Hebrew babies. Second, according to Geisler,
the Pharaoh spoke to Shiphrah and Puah because they were the leaders of the Hebrew
midwives. This, he argues, was in keeping with the structure of Egyptian society in which
individuals were chosen to function as overseers in almost every profession and craft. The
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Israelites had chosen two individuals to function as superintendents of a large group of
Hebrew midwives.232
Geisler raises another question, “How could God bless the Hebrew midwives for
disobeying governmental authority, even though they lied? 233 Before providing the
solution to the problem raised, Geisler appeals to the authority of Scripture. He writes,
“The Bible declares that the authorities that exist are appointed by God (Rom 13:1). The
Scripture also says ‘lying lips are abomination to the Lord’ (Prov 12:22).”234 Upon
Pharoah’s request to murder the newborn boys, the midwives feared God and did not do as
the king of Egypt commanded them, but “saved the male children alive.”235 When
questioned about their actions, Geisler acknowledges that they lied but argues in the light
of Exod 1:20 that God “dealt well with them.”236
After this series of questions, he then provides solutions to the questions raised, in
three arguments. First, Geisler contends, “there is moral justification for what the Hebrew
midwives did.”237 In his opinion, “the moral dilemma in which the Hebrew midwives
found themselves was unavoidable.”238 They could obey “either God's higher law or the
lesser obligation of submitting to the Pharaoh.”239 The midwives chose to disobey
Pharaoh's orders rather “than commit deliberate infanticide against the children of their
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own people.”240 Geisler thinks that saving innocent lives is a higher obligation than
obedience to the government. He states that when the government commands us to murder
innocent victims, we should not obey. Just as God did not hold the midwives responsible,
neither does God hold us responsible for not following the commands of men in order to
obey the higher law.241
Second, Geisler submits that it was “the midwives’ fear of God that led them to do
what was necessary to save innocent lives.”242 Thus, “their false statement to Pharaoh was
an essential part of their effort to save lives.”243
Third, Geisler thinks that their “lying is comparable to their having disobeyed
Pharaoh in order to save the lives of the innocent newborns.”244 In his opinion, this is
where the midwives had to choose between lying and being compelled to murder innocent
babies. Here again, according to Geisler, the midwives chose to obey the higher moral
law.245
Geisler advocates obedience to parents as part of the moral law.246 However, “if a
parent commands his or her child to kill a neighbor or worship an idol, the child is to
refuse because of Jesus’ emphasis on the need to follow the higher moral law.”247
Accordingly, Geisler submits that “one is not guilty for doing the greater good or breaking
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the lower norm in order to keep the higher one.”248 For Geisler, “God does not blame us
for what we could not avoid, thus he exempts us from the responsibility, and hence in such
cases it is right to lie in order to save life.”249 We proceed with the review of Geisler’s
interpretation of Josh 2:1-7.
Joshua 2:1-7
Geisler's interpretation of Josh 2:1-7 follows the same pattern as with Exod
1:15-22. Geisler proceeds in two steps: first, he formulates the problem by raising a
question to which he will later provide an answer. He raises the question as to “how God
could bless Rahab for lying?”250 Once again, Geisler appeals to the authority of Scripture;
he notes, “There is no question that the Bible commands Christians to ‘not give false
testimony’ (Exod 20:16). We are also told to ‘put off falsehood and speak truthfully with
his neighbor’ (Eph 4:25). Indeed, deception and lying are repeatedly condemned in
Scripture (Prov 12:22; 19:5). On the other hand, the Bible indicates that there are
occasions when intentionally falsifying (lying) is justifiable.”251 In his opinion, God saved
Rahab and blessed her for protecting the spies and assisting in the overthrow of Jericho.252
While Geisler remarks, “Nowhere does the Bible explicitly say that God blessed Rahab
for lying,”253 he maintains, “God could have blessed her in spite of her lie and not because
of it.”254 Since “Rahab’s act of protecting the spies was a demonstration of the great faith
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in the God of Israel . . . it may have been impossible for her to both save the spies and tell
the truth to the soldiers of the king. If so God would not hold Rahab responsible for this
unavoidable moral conflict.”255
Though the Bible commands obedience to the government,256 Geisler thinks that
there are many examples of justified civil disobedience to the government when it
compels unrighteousness.257
I have just stated above Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions, hermeneutical
principles, and interpretations of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7. While both scholars affirm
the authoritative nature of Scripture, their divergent hermeneutical principles at the
genesis of their interpretation have been clearly outlined.
A review of their interpretation of the two passages of Scripture dealing with the
ethical issue of lying in order to save life reveals that, for Geisler, lying in those
circumstances when human life is at stake is morally justified, while for Kaiser it is not.
In order to conclude this study and state the reasons for their divergence of opinion
and understanding of the two texts under consideration, the next chapter provides a brief
exegetical study of the texts and a critical assessment of the presuppositions and
hermeneutical principles stated above.

255

Ibid.

256

Geisler refers to Rom 13:1.

257

Geisler refers to Exod 5, Dan 3:6, and Rev 13.

160

CHAPTER V
EXEGETICAL STUDY OF EXODUS 1:15-22 AND JOSHUA 2:1-7 AND
CRITICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE PRESUPPOSITIONS
AND HERMENEUTICAL PRINCIPLES OF
KAISER AND GEISLER
This chapter presents a brief exegetical analysis of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7.
Additionally, it critically assesses Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions, hermeneutical
principles, and interpretation of these texts. While some argue that God blessed the
midwives for their deceit in protecting the male children against the king of Egypt’s order
to kill them, others argue that this was not the case.1 Since both Kaiser and Geisler
endorse the authoritative nature of Scripture and have derived their interpretations of the
texts from it, it is imperative that we consider an exegetical study of the texts in order to
present an accurate assessment of their understanding of the texts. The critical purpose of
this exegetical study is to consider the textual evidence within both the midwives’ and
Rahab’s statements and thus respond to the question: Does God use deceit to achieve His
purposes?
The divergent interpretations resulting from different presuppositions claiming to
derive from these texts in the books of Exodus and Joshua warrant a careful investigation
of the evidence provided in the two pericopes under consideration. Three different steps
help us discover the purpose of both the midwives’ and Rahab’s blessings. First, a
contextual analysis provides the historical background, setting, and literary structure:
What event or events led up to the texts under consideration? Second, the exegetical
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analysis provides a grammatical study and syntax of important key words and clauses.
Third, the semantic analysis provides the intertextual and theological meanings.
Exegesis of Exodus 1:15-22
Contextual Analysis
Hebrew Text:

`h['(WP tynIßVeh; ~veîw> hr'êp.vi ‘tx;a;h'( ~veÛ rv,’a] tYO=rIb.[ih'( tdoßL.y:ml. ;( ~yIr;êc.mi %l,m,ä ‘rm,aYO’w: 15
`hy"x")w" ayhiÞ tB;î-~aiw> Atêao !T<åmih]w: ‘aWh !BEï-~ai ~yIn"+b.a'h'-l[; !t<ßyair>W tAYërIb.[hi -'( ta, ‘!k,d>L,y:B. rm,aYO©w: 16
`~ydI(l'y>h-; ta, !"yY<ßx;T.w: ~yIr"+c.mi %l,m,ä !h<ßylea] rB<ïDI rv<±a]K; Wfê[' al{åw> ~yhiêla{ /h-'ä ta, ‘tdoL.y:m.h;( !"ar,ÛyTiw: 17
`~ydI(l'y>h-; ta, !"yY<ßx;T.w: hZ<h+ ; rb"åD'h; !t<ßyfi[] [;WDïm; !h,êl' rm,aYOæw: tdoêL.y:m.l;( ‘~yIr;’c.mi-%l,m,( ar'Ûq.YIw: 18
`Wdl'(y"w> td,L,Þy:m.h; !h<±lea] aAbôT' ~r,j,’B. hN"heê tAyæx'-yKi( tYO=rIb.[hi '( tYOàrIc.Mih; ~yvi²Nk" ; al{ô yKiä h[oêr>P-; la,
‘tdoL.y:mh. ;( !"r>m:ÜaTow: 19
`dao)m. Wmßc.[;Y:)w: ~['²h' br,YôwI : tdo+L.y:ml. ;( ~yhiÞl{a/ bj,yYEïw: 20
`~yTi(B' ~h,Þl' f[;Y:ïw: ~yhi_l{a/h'-ta, tdoßL.y:m.h;( Waïr.y")-yKi( yhiy§ >w: 21
s `!WY*x;T. tB;Þh-; lk'w> Whkuêyliv.T; ‘hr'a’yo >h; dALªYIh; !BEåh-; lK' rmoa= le AMß[;-lk'l. h[oêr>P; wc;äy>w: 22
Translation of Exodus 1:15-22:
15. The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives of whom one was named
Shiphrah and the other Puah.
16. And he said to Shiprah and Puah, “When you help the Hebrew give birth upon
the birth stool; if a son, you shall put to death, but if a daughter, she shall live.”
17. The midwives feared God and did not do as the king of Egypt commanded,
but caused the boys to live.
18. The king of Egypt called the midwives and said, “why have you done this
thing and caused the boys to live?”
19. The midwives said to Pharaoh; “because the Hebrew women are not as the
Egyptians; they are vigorous and give birth before the midwives come to them.”
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20. God was good to the midwives and the people became exceedingly mighty.
21. Because the midwives feared God, He made them households.
22. Pharaoh gave charge to all people saying: every male child born, you shall
throw in the Nile but every daughter shall cause to live.
While some scholars2 contest Moses’ authorship of the book of Exodus, others
consider him as its author.3 Specific parts of the book are assigned to him, as, for
example, he was to record the battle against the Amalekites in a book (chap. 17:14).
Exodus 17:14 together with Num 33:2 points to the fact that Moses kept a diary in which
he wrote the ordinances contained in Exod 20:21-23:33, and the book of the covenant in
Exod 24:7.4
After the death of Joseph and his brothers, “the sons of Israel were fruitful and
increased greatly, and multiplied, and became exceedingly mighty, so that the land was
filled with them” (Exod 1:7). Then, in those days, a new pharaoh emerged who did not
know Joseph. tAmv., the title of the book of Exodus in the Hebew Bible, is the English
word “names”; this term indicates a literary connection between Genesis and Exodus. It
shows that the Israelites living in bondage had retained a knowledge of their ancestry,
and with it, a knowledge of God’s promise. As such, the Scriptures report, “Know for
certain that your descendants will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, where they will
be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years. But I will also judge the nation whom
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they will serve; and afterward they will come out with many possessions” (Gen 15:1314).
In an attempt to thwart this prophecy, Exod 1:1-11 describes the first stage of the
Israelites’ oppression. The first attempt to disrupt Israel’s growth was the appointment of
“taskmasters over them to afflict them with hard labor” (Exod 1:11). There seems to have
been some concern as to the rapid growth of the Israelites. “But the more they afflicted
them, the more they multiplied and the more they spread out, so that they were in dread
of the sons of Israel.”5 Verses 15-22 explain their prosperity as divine favor in spite of
Pharaoh’s attempts at controlling the population.6
There is a parallel structure between Exod 1:1-14 and 2:1-10, the relationship
between them from general to specific. While the first section (Exod 1:1-14) describes
the sons of Israel and particularly the sons of Jacob, the second section (Exod 2:1-10)
narrows down to one family within the house of Levi and further narrows down to one
man—Moses. The pericope under consideration represents a plot that bridges these two
sections.7 Exodus 1:15-22 is written in a chiastic pattern whose main theme is Pharaoh’s
attempted genocide.
A1
20)
A2

Pharaoh’s directive to the midwives (vv. 15-16)
B1 the midwives’ fear of God—civil disobedience (v. 17)
C the king’s charge against the midwives and their response (vv. 18-19,
B2 the midwives’ fear of God—reward (v. 21)
Pharaoh’s command to all his people (v. 22)8

As the Israelites became more numerous, they presented a possible military threat
to Egypt as well. Hence, in the pericope under consideration, in order to hinder the birth
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rate, the king turned to the Hebrew midwives, giving them specific instructions to kill the
males born of the Hebrews.9
Exegetical Considerations
Pharaoh gives directives to the midwives (vv. 15-16). The word for “midwife” is
simply the feminine piel participle of the verb dl;y”, “to give birth.” Moses used the term
“Hebrew” instead of the “Israelites” to refer to the midwives. This is consistent with the
general pattern in the Old Testament when the Israelites are dealing with non-Israelites.
People of other cultures tended to lump the Israelites together with other related ethnic
groups and to refer to them by the more broadly generic term, “Hebrew.”10 The clause
(Hebrew midwives) may also be rendered “midwives of the Hebrews,” meaning the
midwives who attended to the Hebrew women.11 The use of the verb rm,aYO’w: in v. 15
connotes a command. The narrative opens with irony as two midwives outwit the king of
all Egypt. The Egyptian community is parallel to two Hebrew midwives; once this irony
is perceived, speculation as to how two midwives could service the entire Israelite
community is beside the point.
Another irony is that the king of Egypt stooped down to converse with two lowly
Hebrew women in order to move his intention forward. Shiphrah and Puah highlight the
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fact that Pharaoh is unnamed while the two midwives are named.12 The king, therefore,
summoned the midwives to execute his orders. He expected obedience from them. The
same verb rm;a' “speak, say” is also used at the beginning of v. 17, thus, perhaps to avoid
redundancy (v. 16 uses ‘said’ instead of ‘spoke’). The verb rm;a' used to describe the
king’s communication to the two midwives can mean “speak to” but also can mean
“communicate to” or “give instruction for.” It could thus be argued that in v. 16, the king
passed instruction through the officials and later summoned them directly in v. 18.13 The
use of tdoßL.y:m.l,“cause to bring forth”) in v. 15 in the piel suggests that it was expected of
the midwives to cause or help to bring forth babies. Similarly, !k,dL
> ,y:B., “cause to bring
forth” in v. 16, the piel infinitive construct serves as an adverbial clause of time. This
clause lays the foundation for the next verb, the Qal perfect with a vav consecutive,
which literally means, “When you assist . . . then you will observe.” The latter carries an
instructional nuance (the imperfect of instruction), “you are to observe.”14
Upon hearing Pharaoh’s instructions or directives, the midwives, rather, chose to
disregard Pharaoh’s request. Another irony is that Pharaoh can get the Egyptian
community to bend to his will but fails to get two midwives to respond to his command.15
The use of !”ar,ÛyTiw: in v. 17 in the qal means “to fear, to be afraid, to stand in awe of,
to be awed, to fear, to reverence, to honour, to respect.” !”ar,ÛyTiw: as qal literally means “they
feared.” Thus, the ‘they’ translated in the verb referred to the midwives. The midwives
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feared God and did not carry out Pharoah’s command. Upon the king’s request they (the
midwives) let the boys live.
For Douglas K. Stuart, the clause, “Fear God,” does not necessarily imply that
they “believe in the true God of Israel.” In the Pentateuch, “fear God” tends to mean “to
be honest, faithful, trustworthy, upright, and, above all religious.” It does not mean being
afraid of Him in general but being afraid of the consequences of disobeying Him.16
Contra Douglas, the SDA Bible Commentary argues that the midwives were
Hebrews and consequently they knew that God had forbidden murder though they might
not have been acquainted with the words of the sixth commandment of the Decalogue.17
This pericope climaxes with the king’s charge against the midwives for non-compliance.
The Hebrew verb !"yY<ßx;T.w, piel vav consecutive imperfect third-person feminine plural,
often indicates a factitive nuance with stative verbs, showing the cause of the action. Here
it means, “Let live; cause to live.” The verb is the exact opposite of Pharaoh’s command
for them to kill the boys as we see in the clause !T<åmih]w: aWh !BEï-~ai in v. 16 where the verb

!T<åmih]w in the Hiphil means “to kill, put to death or to bring to a premature death.”18
Several years may have elapsed between the king’s decree to the midwives in v.
16 and his angry summoning of the disobedient midwives as described in v. 18. In v. 18,
the king summons the midwives to ask why the executive order was not carried out. The
second verb in Pharaoh’s speech is a preterite with a vav consecutive. It may indicate a
simple sequence: “Why have you done . . . and (so that you) let live?” as introduced by
the adverb [;WDïm;, “why?” which reinforces Pharoah’s astonishment. Why have you caused
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the boys to live? On what account have you done so?19 The context of this pericope
suggests that Pharaoh’s command envisioned a secretive killing of infants done by the
midwives at birth.
The midwives’ response in v. 19 that Hebrew women are vigorous is noteworthy.
Were the midwives telling the truth or were they disregarding the king’s command?
According to Gesenius, Wdl'(y”w>, “and bring forth” in v. 19 is a perfect with vav consecutive
which serves as the apodosis to the preceding temporal clause; it has the frequentative
nuance.20 Gesenius’s argument renders trustworthy the midwives’ statement that the
Hebrew women gave birth prior to their arrival.21 To some extent, the answer hinges on
the meaning of the hapax legomenon hy<x' translated as “vigorous” (NAS), “lively” (KJV,
JPS, NKJV). It is perhaps best translated as “more active” or “more involved.” The
midwives’ response that “they . . . give birth before the midwives arrive” could be
perfectly true inasmuch as they were being subject to hard labor, as opposed to Egyptian
women who were not as active and therefore had more challenges in their delivery.22
The point of this brief section is that the midwives respected God above the king.
They simply followed a higher authority that prohibited killing. Fearing God is a basic
part of the true faith that leads to an obedient course of action and is not terrified by
worldly threats. There probably was enough truth in what they were saying to be
believable, but they clearly had no intention of honoring the king by participating in
murder, and they saw no reason to give him a straightforward answer. God honored their
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actions. In v. 20 the verb bj,yYEïw: is the Hiphil preterite of bj;y". In this stem the word means
“to do good to,” “treat well,” “treat kindly, graciously.” The vav consecutive shows that
the expression of God’s grace was a result of their fearing and obeying him. It means “do
good to,” “to make things go well for.”23 The temporal indicator yhi§y>w: in v. 21 focuses
attention on the causal clause and lays the foundation for the main clause, namely, “God
made households for them.” This is the second time the text affirms the reason for their
defiance, their fear of God.
In v. 21 because the midwives feared God He made them households or families.
The force of the Hebrew word ~yTi(B', “house” suggests that God established their families;
He made them fruitful. The king expresses his disappointment by involving all Egyptians
in the genocide. Exodus 1:22 forms a fitting climax to the pericope under consideration,
in which the king continually seeks to annihilate the Israelite strength. At last, with this
decree, he disregards any potential complication and orders the open massacre of Hebrew
males. In v. 22, all Egyptians were expected to join in the killing of all Israelite newborn
boys. The throwing of babies into the Nile River was probably due to the fact that the
pantheistic Egyptians viewed the Nile River as a god.24
A closer look at the literary structure25 suggested above indicates that while A1
and A2 point to Pharaoh’s directives to both the midwives and his officials, B1 and B2
center on the midwives’ motives for letting the boys live—fear of God.
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Semantic considerations
Pharaoh’s attempted genocide is best understood theologically as the midwives’
challenge to him as recorded in two separate statements (vv. 17, 21). “For their fear of
God, these midwives were rewarded in that not only were they fruitful themselves, God
also gave them families of their own.”26 Hyatt argues that one possible reason why childbearing may have been a special blessing to these midwives was the probability that
barren women were regularly used as midwives. If so, he continues, their reward was that
they became fertile and had families of their own. The blessing of bearing children was
not denied to the Hebrew women and neither was it denied to the Hebrew midwives.27
An implicit moral imperative to “fear God” is suggested in these verses,
especially in light of the use of the Hebrew expression “fear God” in v. 17. Moses used
this expression six times28 in the Pentateuch. On each occasion, the fear of God helped
provide the ground for the bestowed blessings. In Gen 22:12, Abraham feared God by not
withholding his only son and, as a result, God provided a substitute lamb in his son’s
stead. Further, in 42:18, because of Joseph’s fear of God, he did not do harm to his
brother and he became a source of blessings for all his brothers. Of the three occurrences
in Exodus, two are from the pericope under consideration. In Exod 1:17 and 21, the
midwives’ fear of God provided a channel for the blessings upon their families; God
made them fruitful as a result. In Exod 18:21, upon Jethro’s admonition, Moses was to
select leaders of the people from among those who feared God. In Deut 25:18-19,
Amalek’s rememberance was to be blotted out because he did not fear God.
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Outside the Pentateuch, the expression “fear God” occurs seven times in wisdom
literature and seven times in the New Testament. In Job 1:1, Job was a man who was ~T'
“complete” and who feared God. In Ps 55:19, it is stated that God shall afflict those who
do not fear Him, while in Ps 66:16, the Psalmist invites those who fear God to hear his
personal testimony. Ecclesiastes 5:7 admonishes the fear of God amidst the vanities. In
Eccl 8:12, 13, happiness is promised those who fear God, while unhappiness is promised
to those who do not fear Him. Solomon, traditionally seen as the author, concludes
Ecclesiastes by recommending the fear of God and the keeping of the commandments.
In the New Testament, Luke 18:2-5 tells the story of the judge who neither fears
God nor man but who nevertheless acknowleged that those who fear God shall receive
justice. In 23:40 one of the thieves on the cross feared God. The apostle Paul, in Acts
13:16 and 26, addressed those who fear God as having salvation belonging to them. First
Peter 2:17 points to the characteristics of the chosen people as those who fear God.
Revelation 14:7 points to the judgment as coming upon those who do not fear God.
All these “fear God” passages are connected by the reverence, faith, and trust in
His ability to guide, protect, and save.
Conclusions
A review of the story in Exod 1:15-22 showed that Pharaoh’s attempted genocide
did not prevail. From the one family who went down to Egypt came a mighty nation, a
people belonging to God. When Pharaoh’s first attempt to decrease the Israelites’
population through hard labor did not yield the expected result, he proceeded with the
second option that consisted of murdering the newborn baby boys through the midwives
of Egypt. When that too did not succeed, Pharaoh resorted to the third alternative, which
consisted of throwing all newborn baby boys in the Nile River.
Of interest here is Pharaoh’s second alternative, the midwives’ open challenge at
the peril of their lives of Pharaoh’s order to murder the male newborn babies. Thus, it is
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evident in light of this brief exegetical study that the reason for the midwives’ blessings
was not their lie but possibly their fear of God. They feared God more than they feared
their own king. As a result, God prospered them and blessed their families. The blessings
bestowed upon them were, therefore, not because of their mischief, but solely because of
their fear of God.
Another passage of Scripture warranting a careful analysis is the case of Rahab, a
prostitute who purposely misled the king’s officials, sending them in a different direction.
We ask, “For what purpose was Rahab blessed?”
Exegesis of Joshua 2:1-7
Rahab was well known to New Testament writers as a woman of exemplary faith
(Heb 11:31) whose help to the spies is recorded in Scripture (Jas 2:25). The Gospel of
Matthew also referred to her in the genealogy of Jesus (Matt 1:5). Jewish tradition also
held Rahab in high esteem.
The puzzling question then is, “Why does Scripture have such a high esteem of
her faith when she purposely misled the king’s officials by hiding the spies and
pretending that she did not know their whereabouts?” For John Hamlin, Rahab became a
part of Israel because of her bold act of befriending the spies.29 Contextual, exegetical,
and semantic analyses provide additional insights.
Contextual Analysis
Hebrew Text:

WaboYw" :û Wkøl.YE“w: Ax=yriy>-ta,w> #r,a'Þh'-ta, Waïr> Wk±l. rmoêale vr,xä, ‘~yliG>r;m. ~yvinÛ "a-] ~yIn:)v. ~yJiúVhi ;-!mI) !Wnû-!Bi[;vuäAhy> xl;äv.YIw: 1
`hM'v'-( WbK.v.YIw: bx'rÞ ' Hm'îv.W hn"±Az hV'îai-tyBe
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`#r,a'(h-' ta, rPoxð l. ; laeÞr'f.yI ynEïB.mi hl'y>L:±h; hN"hEô WaB'ä ~yvin"a]û hNEåhi rmoa= le AxßyrIy> %l,m,îl. rm;aê 'YEåw: 2
`WaB'( #r,aÞh' -' lK'-ta, rPoxð l. ; yKi² %teêybel. WaB'ä-rv,a] ‘%yIl;’ae ~yaiÛB'h; ~yvi’n"a]h' yaiyciAhû rmo=ale bx'rÞ '-la,
AxêyrIy> %l,m,ä ‘xl;v.YIw: 3
`hM'he( !yIaïm: e yTi[.d;Þy" al{ïw> ~yviên"ah] '¥ ‘yl;ae WaB'Û !Keª Ÿrm,aToåw: An=P.c.Tiw:) ~yviÞn"a]h' ynEïv.-ta, hV'²aih'¥ xQ:ôTiw: 4
`~Wg*yFit; yKiî ~h,Þyrex]a; rhE±m; Wpïd>rI ~yvi_n"a]h'¥ Wkßl.h' hn"a"ï yTi[.d;êy" al{å Wac'êy" ~yviän"a]h'w> ‘%v,xo’B; rAG©s.li r[;V;øh;
yhi’y>w: 5
`gG")h-; l[; Hl'Þ tAkïru[h] ' #[eêh' yTeäv.piB. ‘~nEmj. .Tiw): hg"G"+h; ~t;l'ä[/h, ayhiÞw> 6
`~h,(yrex]a; ~ypiÞd>roh' Waïc.y" rv<±a]K; yre§x]a; Wrg"ës' r[;V;ähw; > tAr+B[. .M;h;( l[;Þ !Deêr.Y:h; %r,D,ä ‘~h,yrex]a;¥ WpÜd>r'
~yviªn"a]h'w> 7
Translation of Joshua 2:1-7:
1. Joshua the son of Nun sent men secretly from Shittim saying “go view the
land of Jericho.” They went and came to the house of a prostitute named Rahab and
lodged there.
2. And it was told the king of Jericho saying; behold men from the sons of Israel
came here by night to search the land.
3. And the king of Jericho sent to Rahab saying “bring out the men who came to
you and entered your house; who came to search the land.
4. The woman took the two men and hid them and said; they came to me but I do
not know where they come from.
5. And it came to pass, the gate was shut at dark, the men went out, I do not
know where they went; pursue them quickly, for you shall overtake them.
6. But she had brought them up to the roof and hidden them in the stalks of flax
which she had laid on the roof.
7. So the men pursued the spies on the road that lead to the fords of Jordan. As
soon as they had gone out, the gate was shut.
As a book of boundaries, the book of Joshua opens with an anouncement
signaling the end of an era (the death of Moses), a description of the borders that define
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the Promised Land, and a command to cross a geographical boundary (the Jordan) into a
new land, and thus a fulfilling life with God.30 There is a divergence of opinions
regarding the authorship of the book of Joshua. The book does not specify who the author
was, nor is the author named anywhere else in the Old Testament. The book gives a few
clues as to the identity of its author. Although tradition holds that the book was composed
by Joshua himself, a notion supported in a limited way by Josh 8:32 and 24:26,31 for
David Howard Jr., the author is anonymous. The Talmud and some rabbis (Rashi, David
Kimchi) attributed it to Joshua,32 but saw part of the book as written by later hands (e.g.,
the account of Joshua’s death or other fragments). Avravanel attributed it to Samuel, due
to the phrase “to this day” (4:9; 5:9; 7:26; etc.).33 B. S. Childs concurs with Avravanel
when he notes that the use of the formula “to this day” in Josh 15:63 and 16:10 points to
a period not later than the tenth century B.C.E.34 One may raise reservations for both
proponents of documentary hypothesis and the views that authorship of the book is not
assigned to Joshua due to the unified theological outlook that runs through the books of
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Deuteronomy through Kings. Ancient traditions have always made a sharp distinction
between the Torah—the first five books—and the rest of the Old Testament. While the
book of Joshua emphasizes the close relationship between the persons and work of Moses
and Joshua, it makes clear that Joshua was not another Moses. The book of Joshua has
always been separate from the rest of the Pentateuch. The similarities in theology and
language may indicate no more than that the authors of the historical books were very
thoroughly versed in the style and theology of Deuteronomy.35 The author of Joshua drew
from various sources. According to Donald H. Madvig, some of these traditions may
admittedly have been etiologies; he argues that this does not deny their historical
credibilities, nor does it repudiate the possibility that the author had some more important
reason for including them.36
After forty years of wilderness wandering and after the children of Israel mourned
the death of Moses for thirty days in the desert of Moab (Deut 34:8), then “Joshua the son
of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom, for Moses had laid his hands on him” (Deut
34:9). The book of Joshua begins as though it were a continuation of something written
previously, which of course, it is. A translation of the first portion of the verse would read
“and it happened, after the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, that the Lord said to
Joshua . . .” The phrase the “death of Moses” ties this material in with an earlier event.
The vav consecutive in yhiªy>w clearly presupposes preceding material, even though in this
case, that which precedes comes from a different book and author.37 Internal biblical
evidences seem to attribute the authorship of the book of Joshua to Joshua, the son of
Nun (Josh 1:1) The opening verse of the book emphasizes two leaders—Moses and
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Joshua. Like Moses earlier, Joshua certainly supplied the accounts of his communion
with God (Josh 1:1; 3:7; 4:2; 5:2, 9, 13; 6:2; 7:10; 8:1). He was also in the best position to
describe these events as recorded in the book, just as Moses did earlier.
The author had two purposes in writing. The first was to show that God had been
faithful in fulfilling His promise to Abraham to give the land of Canaan to him and his
descendants. Then the second purpose was to demonstrate that the covenant-keeping God
is also righteous.38
In the opening chapters of the book of Joshua, God commands Joshua to arise
with the people and to cross the Jordan to the Promise Land. Then Joshua sends the spies
to Jericho and, during their excursion, they stopped at the house of a prostitute, Rahab.
While the spies were in the land, the king of Jericho summoned Rahab to report the
strangers within her house.
The literary form of the book of Joshua is a series of narratives (descriptions of
tribal boundaries, and lists of towns), joined together by means of transitional paragraphs
and summary statements that give unity and continuity to the whole.39 Although there is
no chiasm in this pericope, Hawk on the one hand argues that Josh 2:1-7 contains three
basic subplots: (1) the concealment where Rahab secretely hid the spies who entered
Jericho, (2) the interrogation where the king’s men interrogate Rahab concerning the
spies (2:2-3), and (3) the diversion where Rahab sends the king’s officials into the hills
after the spies (2:4b-5, 7).40 On the other hand, Wagner posits for the etiological character
of the narrative; he included the story among his spy narratives whose form he described
as having six elements: (1) selection or naming of the spies; (2) dispatching of the spies
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with specific instructions; (3) report of the execution of the mission, along with
confirmation through and oracle or reference to the context of salvation history; (4)
notice of return and results; (5) a perfect-tense formula confirming the gift of the land by
Yahweh; and (6) conclusions derived from 1-5, namely, action of entering or conquering
the land.41 Davidson remarks on a similar pattern when he argues that the account of Josh
2 contains many allusions to the narrative of the twelve spies in Num 13. He notes five
parallels to the story:
1. The spies are commissioned (Num 13:1-20); Joshua commissions and sends
the spies (Josh 2:1).
2. The spies enter the land (Num 13:21, 22); the spies enter the land selected for
reconnaissance (Josh 2:1).
3. The spies return to the people (Num 13:25); the spies return to the people
(Josh 2:23, 24).
4. The spies report on their findings (Num 13: 27-29); they report on their
findings (Josh 2: 23-24).
5. Someone makes a decision to act on the basis of the report (Num 13:30-33);
leadership makes a decision to act on the basis of the report (Josh 3-6).42
However, a closer look at Josh 2:1-7 shows that this narrative revolves around
five main characters: Joshua, the spies from Israel, the king of Jericho, the spies from
Jericho, and Rahab the prostitute. Of the five characters, only two are named (Joshua and
Rahab) while the three others remain anonymous. Rahab is the main character
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dominating the plot. She plays a key role in the success of the mission. In light of the role
Rahab plays in the story, this pericope can be structured as follows:
A
B
C
D
E

Joshua sends the spies to Jericho (v. 1)
The king of Jericho is informed of their presence in Rahab’s house (v. 2)
The king of Jericho summons Rahab (v. 3)
Rahab receives and hides the spies (vv. 4, 6)
Rahab denies knowledge of the spies’ whereabouts (vv. 5, 7)

The narrative reveals that Rahab misled the king’s officials by hiding the spies
from Jericho in the stalks of flax she had spread out. Beyond this pericope, the rest of the
narrative suggests that Rahab’s life and her household were spared. She lied as much in
what she did as in what she said. Since the Bible never condemns Rahab but admires her
faith,43 one wonders whether there are any textual evidences of divine approval of her
lies?
Exegetical Considerations
Although Joshua had received a promise from the Lord of his almighty help in the
conquest of Cannaan, he still thought it necessary to do what was requisite on his part to
secure the success of the work committed to him, as the help of God does not preclude
human action, but rather presupposes it.44 Joshua sends two spies secretly to Jericho. The
verb xl;äv.YIw:, “send human subject” is used two times in this pericope, in v. 1 and in v. 3.
Just as Joshua sends the spies to Jericho, so did the king of Jericho send the state’s
officials to Rahab. Both Waïr> and Wk±l. are imperative verbs that literally mean “go,
see/look.” The spies readily obeyed the command, thus enhancing the status of Joshua as
a leader. The sending of spies was not an act of unbelief. The promise of divine aid never
rules out human responsibility. Throughout the book of Joshua, we find an interweaving
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of human action and divine intervention.45 Joshua instructed them to find out all about the
land of Jericho.
They stopped at the house of a prostitute named Rahab and spent the night there.
The typical term for cult prostitute is not used here tAvßdeQ.h;, “temple prostitute,” as in Hos
4:14. Instead the word hn”±Az, used in v. 1, is a more general term that refers to the one who
comits fornication (Judg 19:2).46 Rahab is called a zonah, a harlot, not pandocei/, “an
innkeeper,” as in Luke 10:35. Hawk reports that commentators throughout the ages have
sought to deny the plain sense of the text. They do so, he argues, by following the lead of
the Jewish historian Josephus who claims that Rahab was an innkeeper and that the spies
went to her for an evening meal after surveying the city’s defences.47 Does both WaboY”w:,
“come in” and hM'v-'( WbK.v.YIw:, “lie down” give a sexual overtone? The spies went in and
literally lay down there. Hawk contends that both expressions are used elsewhere for
sexual activities.48 However, there is no evidence in the text that the term is used in a
sexual sense. There is a common expression for going into buildings of all sorts. For
example, “Abimeleck went to his father’s house at Ophrah” (Judg 9:5); “Elkanah and his
wife went to their own home” (1 Sam 2:20); “And when King Hezekiah heard it, he tore
his clothes, covered himself with sackcloth and entered the house of the Lord” (2 Kgs
19:1). Consequently, the spies’ entrance into Rahab’s house is common in the Old
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Testament and, therefore, does not imply sexual relations with a prostitute. If the
intention was to imply sexual relations, there would be no intermediate term, such as the
house of, used when Samson visited a prostitute and ‘went in to spend the night with her’
(Judg 16:1).49 The word bk;v' can mean “lie down to sleep” or “lie down for sexual
intercourse.” The text gives little help for clarifying this ambiguity. In view of the spies’
precarious circumstances, it seems highly unlikely that they engaged Rahab’s
professional services.50
Keil argues that their entering of the house of such a person would not excite so
much suspicion.51 The two spies are unnamed, handpicked, while the prostitute has a
name, Rahab. The author thus highlights the identity of the hn”±Az, “prostitute” to
underscore the key role she plays in the success of the mission.
As suggested above, the second section of this pericope shows that upon their
arrival at the prostitute’s house, a report was given to the king of Jericho. Who gave this
report to the king of Jericho? The king certainly had his own spies who scrutinized all
who entered the land. The spies from Israel did not enter the city unnoticed. The king was
given specific information of their whereabouts and the purpose of their mission. The
verb rPoðx.l; qal infinitive construct literally means “to dig,” “to search,” “to search out or
explore.” The spies from the sons of Israel came to Jericho to search and explore the land
and so did the king’s officials.
The unnamed king of Jericho, upon reception of the report, sent for Rahab and
summoned her to yaiyciAh the men who came to her. yaiyciAh in the hiphil imperative
suggests that the king’s request was a command or an order that could not be challenged.
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The force of the hiphil is that Rahab was the agent to deliver the spies; to literally “bring
forth” (JPS), “bring out” (NAS). She was to turn them over to the authorities. yaiyciAh
comes from the root ac'y” which means “to come or to go out.” The spies will not bring
themselves out or turn themselves in. Hence, the significance of the hifil usage in this
verse. They have come to rPoðx.l;, “search” the land. In other words, they have come with a
hostile purpose to explore the land. Hence, we have the king’s command to turn them
over. The king expected Rahab to do her patriotic duty and turn the spies in. The ancient
law code of Hammurapi contains the following provision: “If felons are banded together
in an ale-wife’s [prostitute’s or innkeeper’s] house and she has not haled [them] to the
palace, that ale-wife shall be put to death.”52
The narrative takes a new twist with Rahab at the center; she becames the subject
while the spies are the object. There is an abrupt change in the flow of the story. The
narrator informs the reader in v. 4a that Rahab has hidden the spies. The four remaining
verses of the pericope under consideration focus on Rahab’s hiding the spies and
misleading the king’s officials seeking after them. Rahab overtly ignored or defied the
king’s order. She xQ:ôTiw:, “take by hand” the men and hid them. xQ:ôTiw: is a qal vav
consecutive imperfect third-person feminine singular. It literally means “to take by the
hand”; in the LXX labou/sa, an aorist active participle nominative feminine singular,
means “to receive.” Thus, Rahab received the spies and hid or concealed them against the
king’s command to turn them over. Then Rahab replied to the king that she did not know
where the men went. The verb yTi[.d;Þy, “know” is used twice in this pericope in vv. 4 and 5
respectively. While the first usage denies the spies’ origin, the second denies their
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whereabouts. Consequently, she intentionally misled them by contending that the king’s
officials still had time to catch them. The implications of her statement are that she did
not concern herself with their business in the city, only with their business with her. All
the while, the reader is aware that Rahab has hidden the men and that her report of the
men leaving is a lie (v. 5a).53
Furthermore, her suggestion to “pursue them quickly, for you can overtake them,”
is disingenuous (v. 5b). She responds to the king’s men with quick-thinking cleverness.
She immediately confirms the men’s assertion that the spies have come to her house, a
tactic meant to allay suspicions that she might be collaborating with the spies.54 Having
disarmed the king’s officials that she was on their side, she then feigns ignorance by
claiming that she did not know who they were or where they have gone. She uses her role
as prostitute to cover the fact that she is harboring the spies. The Hebrew verb ~Wg*yFit;
from gfn in the hiphil imperfect literally means “to overtake.” Rahab misled the king’s
officials, giving them the impression that they could still overtake the spies. However, v.
6 discloses Rahab’s mischievous activity; she had hidden the spies from Israel in the
stalks of flax. After the king’s officials went after the spies (who were in Rahab’s
rooftop), the city gate was shut as soon as they had gone through. Rahab told the king’s
officials, “go after them quickly.” She did not want to take a chance on having her house
searched, because she knew that anyone suspected of collaboration with the spies would
be put to death.
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Semantic Analysis
Rahab’s story finds parallel in the Gibeonites. For example, the concealment in v.
4 finds a parallel where the Gibeonites disguise themselves by hiding their identity in
order to find favor in Joshua’s sight (9:3-6). The king’s officials interrogate Rahab
(2:2-3); the Israelites’ leaders interrogate the Gibeonites (9:7-8). Rahab purposely misled
the king’s officials (2:4b-5, 7); the Gibeonites purposely misled the leaders of Israel with
a sample of their dry provisions (9:12-13).55
Rahab corresponds to Joshua as the faithful one of her people who is chosen to
lead them to salvation, or at least to offer it to those who are interested. In the broader
context of the Pentateuch, there are obvious ties with Num 13:2 and Deut 1:22. In Num
13:2, God told Moses to send spies—one from each tribe—to survey “the land which the
Lord swore to give to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to them and their
descendants after them.” rPoðx.l is normally used to describe the digging of the wells. Its
one occurrence with the sense of spying is in Deut 1:22, which relates the earlier sending
of scouts to search the land of Canaan. Repetition of this text indicates the key points of
the narrative.56 Joshua 2 justifies the character of Joshua as a leader concerned for his
people, for he gathers intelligence before leading them into hostile territories. It also
describes how Joshua gives Rahab and her family an opportunity to deliver themselves
from the coming destruction.57
It would seem that deception is an important strategy in warfare. Espionage would
be impossible without it. When Rahab hid the spies, she sided with Israel against her own
people. It was an act of treason. Rahab’s assertion of her ignorance of the spies’
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whereabouts reinforced her commitment to Israel and its agent, a commitment for which
she risked her own life by attempting to deceive the representatives of the king of Jericho.
The inhabitants of Jericho stood under God’s judgment. Furthermore, the Bible
never condemns Rahab but admires her faith. Nor does the Bible excuse lies because the
person lied to is morally reprehensible. In light of this exegetical study, it cannot be said
that the narrator condones the actions of Rahab. This is contra Prouser, who argues that
deception is considered an acceptable and generally praiseworthy means for a weaker
party to succeed against a stronger power.58 Some may argue that Rahab, a Canaanite and
a prostitute, would not be expected to have higher standards than she displays here, but
there is no indication of this view in the text.59 For example, the SDA Bible Commentary
notes, “To a Christian a lie can never be justified . . . but to a person like Rahab light
comes gradually. . . . God accepts us where we are, but we must ‘grow in grace.’”60
Conclusions
A review of the story in Josh 2:1-7 shows that the king of Jericho’s attempt to
thwart God’s plan for His people did not prevail. One Bible character is at the forefront
with the success of the mission resting on her attitude to the spies from Israel. The ethical
issue of lying is not the concern of the narrative. It stresses the deception, not in order to
condemn Rahab, but to magnify her personal risk in hiding the spies. The book of
Hebrews confirms, “By faith Rahab, the harlot, did not perish along with those who were
disobedient, after she had welcomed the spies in peace.”61 Without endorsing Rahab’s lie,
Davidson notes seven important lessons from this narrative: (1) God wants to save and
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use mightily even the apparently least-promising individuals; (2) Rahab’s experience
shows that all have opportunity to learn the truth about Yaweh and give a brilliant
testimony of his character; (3) Rahab is valued for her courage to stand against her own
people and follow the God of Israel; (4) Rahab is valued for her faith and is one of the
pivotal examples of righteousness by faith; (5) Rahab is valued as an agent of salvation;
(6) Rahab is valued as an integral part of Israel’s community; and (6) Rahab is valued as
an ancestor of Christ.62
The brief exegetical study above yielded no textual evidences that either the
midwives or Rahab were blessed for the lies they told. The midwives were blessed for
their faith in the God of Israel and so was Rahab. I proceed below with a critical
assessment of Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions, hermeneutical principles, and
interpretation of the texts under consideration.
The presuppositions, hermeneutical principles, and conclusions of both scholars
as reported in the previous chapter have exposed their strengths and vulnerabilities. On
the one hand, a reading of Kaiser’s material reveals that as an Old Testament theologian,
his interest covers areas such as Old and New Testament exegesis, hermeneutics,
homiletics, ethics, and theology. On the other hand, Geisler, a systematic theologian, has
interests that include epistemology, philosophy, logic, humanism, evolution, atheism,
cults, civil disobedience, theodicy, hermeneutics, New Age movement, innerancy, and
the ethical theory. Even though the above list is not exhaustive, both scholars have used
their respective and divergent principles effectively to generate the different conclusions
stated above in the previous chapter.
While Geisler develops his thoughts and hermeneutical principles in his own
ethical system known as graded absolutism, Kaiser does not identify with an ethical
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system. However, he shows preference for non-conflicting absolutism as a way of
resolving moral dilemmas.63
Both Kaiser’s and Geisler’s presuppositions, hermeneutical principles, together
with their respective interpretations of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 that address the
moral issue of lying to save life are critically appraised in the sections below. It is beyond
the scope of this research to provide a critical assessment for all presuppositions and
hermeneutical principles for both of these scholars. However, their hermeneutical
principles that have influenced their interpretation of the texts and are significant to the
purpose of this research are considered. I have identified six such principles for each
scholar. The principles assessed are labeled as arguments 1 through 6. The argument is
stated first, then the critical assessment follows.
The first four chapters of this research confirmed the integrity of God both
biblically and theologically. The arguments that the midwives and Rahab were blessed
for their lies could not be substantiated. Consequently, to propose the reasons why Kaiser
and Geisler, two evangelical scholars with a shared theological heritage, would arrive at a
divergent conclusion on the same texts of Scripture requires an evaluation of their
presuppositions and hermeneutical principles, employing the two main variables used in
this assessment:
1. Internal consistencies within their own respective system of thought and with
their peers in the field
2. Consistencies with the biblical material.
In light of these variables, several questions are of interest: When both Kaiser and
Geisler apply their presuppositions and hermeneutical principles to Exod 1:15-22 and
Josh 2:1-7, are their conclusions on these texts warranted? What are the opinions of their
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peers in the field concerning their understanding of the texts and the conclusions they
used? Are their presuppositions and/or hermeneutical principles and understanding of the
texts consistent with the biblical materials? We begin with Kaiser.
Critical Assessment of Kaiser’s and Geisler’s
Hermeneutical Principles
Kaiser
As argued earlier, the presuppositions and/or hermeneutical principles assessed
below influenced Kaiser’s understanding of the texts.
Argument 1
God can and does change His judgments.64 God can and does change His actions
and emotions towards men so as not to change in His basic character.65
Critique 1
In order to clarify the notion that the judgments of God could change, Kaiser
argues that the change occurs when there has been a clear change for the worse in the
moral and ethical integrity of people with whom He is in covenant, such as in response to
the intercessory prayer of His appointed prophet, or when people renounce their evil
ways and deeds and turn back to Him. He adds that no word from God is final. Judgment,
far from being absolute, is conditional. A change in man's conduct brings about a change
in God's judgment.66 Kaiser is certainly correct in his argument that a change in man’s
attitude withholds God’s judgment. This notion seems to be the argument in Deut 28 that
conveys blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience.
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For Kaiser, the description of God using human feelings translates to God’s
change of emotions or actions. Admittedly, God’s change of emotions does not translate
a change in His character, since Scripture points to His revealed character as unchanging
(Mal 3:6). Canale is of the same opinion when he claims that the immutability of the
biblical God does not exclude His ability to change His decision to destroy Nineveh
(Jonah 3:4) because on account of the Ninevites’ positive response to Jonah’s preaching.
He adds that God’s change of mind does not involve a change in His divine purpose for
human beings, but rather an adjustment to the change of man’s mind and purpose.67
Thus, Kaiser’s notion that God can and does change His actions and emotions
towards men so as not to change in His basic character finds explanation in the biblical
doctrine of God. In this doctrine, movement and change in the divine life such as in the
incarnation show that God has the capability not only of relating and of living with the
limits of created time but also of personally experiencing new, real historical events.68
Hence, this experience needs not be perceived as a change in His essence.
In addition to the arguments stated above, God’s change of mind does not
translate a change in His character or nature.69 For example, in Exod 3:14, God reveals
Himself to Moses as the “I AM,” “the one who always is.” The “I AM” is the selfexistent, independent, and unchangeable God. “I AM” God is not the God who was
anything, in the sense that He changes. Whatever He was, He continues to be, and He
will always be. The God who is exists not only really and independently, but also
unchangeably. Therefore, whatever God has started to do He will bring to completion,
because there are no unforeseen changes which necessitate any alterations in His original

67

L. Fernando Canale, “The Doctrine of God,” in Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology,
ed. Raoul Dederen (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2000), 110.
68

Ibid.

69

Ibid.

188

plans and purposes. Even if His immediate goal appears unfulfilled, His ultimate goal
will come to pass. Since God is both eternal and unchanging, then nothing which He has
purposed to do can ever fail.
Kaiser’s statements as argued above seem to concur with the biblical claim in Mal
3:6 where God affirms, “I the Lord do not change.” 70 Numbers 23:19 points out, “God is
not a man, that He should lie, Nor a son of man, that He should repent; Has He said, and
will He not do it? Or has He spoken, and will He not make it good?”
The notion that God’s actions and emotions change without changing His basic
character must be understood not only contextually,71 but also with the background of the
great controversy between good and evil that calls for God’s presence in the midst of His
people. In Exod 25:8, God says, “And let them construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may
dwell among them.” Consequently, the biblical understanding of God’s eternity allows
for an undergirding compatibility between God’s perfection and a conception of His life
that includes dynamic changes such as real newness, emotions, and relations.72 With this
understanding, the notion that God changes His actions and emotions so as not to change
in His basic character would be consistent with both the biblical material and the next
principle.
Argument 2
“The lack of condemnation of the midwives and Rahab for their acts of lying to
their respective kings does not mean that acceptance of one area of someone’s life means

70

Walter C. Kaiser Jr., More Hard Sayings of the Old Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 1992), 39-41.
71

A change in man’s attitude brings about a change in God’s action without changing His actions.
This is the case in Jonah 3:4.
72

See Isa 43:19; Jer 31:31; Rev 21:5; Exod 34:14; Num 11:33; Deut 4:24; Lev 26:12; Zech 13:9;

Rev 21:3.

189

acceptance of all of it.” “Untruth cannot be vindicated simply because it is closely tied to
the end result.”73
Critique 2
A review of Kaiser’s conclusion on Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:1-7 reveals that
when the current argument under appraisal is applied to the two texts under
consideration, his conclusions are similar to the biblical understanding of the same texts.
Commenting on the dilemma Rahab faced, Kaiser contends that she should have hidden
the spies well and then refused to answer any question concerning their location. For
example, she could, he argues, have volunteered, “Come in and have a look around,”
while simultaneously praying that God would make the searchers especially obtuse.74
On this same incident, Roy Adams disagrees with Kaiser when he states,
“Potential consequences of any action must be carefully considered, and rigorously
avoided if life-threatening.”75 For Adams, human life is considered most important, and it
needs to be protected even at the cost of truth.76 Furthermore, the tacit condemnation of
this great woman is unwarranted since the Bible did not condemn her.77
In reference to Roy Adams’s argument concerning the lack of the Bible’s
condemnation, Kaiser notes that the lack of condemnation of the midwives and Rahab for
their acts of lying to their respective kings does not mean that “acceptance of one area of
someone’s life means acceptance of all of it.”78 Therefore, according to Kaiser, Rahab
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was blessed because of her faith and not because of her lie. Similarly, Kaiser notes the
wording of Exod 1:21 which specifically says that Shiphrah and Puah were blessed of the
Lord because “they feared God” and not because they lied.79
There is no textual evidence that either the midwives or Rahab was blessed
because of the lies they told. It shows that they trusted the God of Israel more than they
trusted their own respective king. Consequently, they were rewarded because of their
faith in God.
Kaiser continues his argument by contending that even if Rahab’s untruth allowed
the two spies to escape unharmed, this does not therefore justify her deceitfulness. God is
not reduced to unholy acts to fulfill His will. With the lack of condemnation of their act
of lying, it does not follow that the Bible endorses their act of lies. To do so would be
akin to situation ethics where the morality of an act is determined by the projected
consequences. As Kaiser points out, “Untruth cannot be vindicated simply because it is
closely tied to the end result.”80
Conjectural interpretation appears as one of the more perilous approaches
employed in the retelling of the Bible stories, especially of brief narratives that seem to
omit some details. Terrance J. Keegan notes that in all narratives, “there are the gaps, the
things left unsaid,” for “one never receives a step by step, sequential presentation of
everything.”81 Keegan’s remarks and Kaiser’s current arguments are similar in principle
as they both convey the idea of the argument of silence. I concur with Kaiser that the lack
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of the Bible’s condemnation of both the midwives’ and Rahab’s acts of lies need not
imply that their actions were commanded, especially as it reports things it does not
approve of. The Gospel of John endorses the idea of the argument of silence. The apostle
John writes, “And there are also many other things which Jesus did, which if they were
written in detail, I suppose that even the world itself would not contain the books which
were written.”82 Consequently, both Kaiser’s and Keegan’s arguments are congruent with
the biblical material.
Besides the midwives and Rahab, another biblical story that lacks divine
condemnation is the story of Tamar in Gen 38. Tamar was widowed as a result of her
wicked husband’s death, abused by her second spouse, and duped by Judah, her father-inlaw. Taking the matter into her own hands, she dressed like a prostitute to lure her fatherin-law into sex. Upon conception, she gave birth to Perez, one of the twins who came out
of that incestuous relationship. As recorded by the Gospel writer (Matt 1:21), Perez is the
direct ancestor of Jesus Christ, the Savior of humanity. Since there is no direct
condemnation of Tamar throughout the entire Bible, should we conclude that incestuous
sex with one’s father-in-law is morally permissible? Alternatively, do we conclude that
prostitution is allowable at times? Kaiser is correct in his argument that “reporting or
narrating an event in scripture is not to be equated with approving, recommending, or
making that action or characteristic normative for emulation by all subsequent readers.”83
To argue in this manner, Kaiser continues, would not only be poor exegesis and theology,
but the worst theodicy. Any other conclusion would eventually validate David’s adultery
because the next heir in the messianic line, Solomon, resulted from David’s union with
Bathsheba.84
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By enforcing his principle that the lack of condemnation need not mean approval,
Kaiser not only dispels the argument that untruth could be told to achieve a good end, but
also concurs with the apostle who warns “against doing evil that good may come.”85 As I
argued earlier, the current principle on the lack of condemnation is one of “the key
principles” at work in Kaiser’s understanding or interpretation of Exod 1:15-21 and Josh
2:4-6 in addressing the moral issue of lying to save life. A faith application of this
hermeneutical principle to the texts above would yield the same conclusions as Kaiser
suggests. Consequently, with this understanding, God is perceived as the God of truth,
the God who does not lie. J. J. M. Roberts summarizes the biblical data which declare the
impossibility of God to lie:
The Old Testament characterizes Yahweh as a God of truth (Ps 31:6) or
faithfulness (Deut 32:4), who is just and right (Deut 32:4; Ps 92:16; 119: 137;
145:17), and without iniquity (Deut 32:4; Ps 92:16). His word and judgments are
straight (Ps 33:4) and true (Ps 19:10). He does not lie, because He is not a man
that He should lie or change His mind (Num 23:19; 1 Sam 15:29); what He says
He will do, and what He promises He will bring to pass (Num 23:19). The New
Testament also characterizes God’s word as truth (John 17:17), denies that there
is any unrighteousness in Him (Rom 9:14), and speaks of him as ho apseudeis
Theos. ‘God does not’ or ‘cannot lie’ (Titus 1:2). Finally, the author of the
Hebrews claims that when the divine promise is confirmed by the divine oath,
these two things make it impossible for God to prove false (Heb 6:18).86
Thus, the application of Kaiser’s principle to the text under consideration portrays
the God of the Bible as J. J. M. Roberts described above where the lack of scriptural
condemnation of certain narratives need not suggest its commendation. The next
principle reinforces this point.
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Argument 3
Scripture expects “us to evaluate what is going against the message of
Scripture.”87
Critique 3
Kaiser accepts a high view of Scripture. He perceives the moral law as revealed
and as the recognized standard of holiness that remained authoritative for Christ, the
apostles, and the early church. Therefore, the moral law continues to function as one of
Scripture’s formal teachers on what is right or wrong in conduct.88 For Kaiser, Scripture
alone is the authoritative word of God and the yardstick by which all that is said and done
is measured and evaluated. By acknowledging the authoritative nature of Scripture, he
advises us to evaluate what is going against the message of Scripture. With this principle,
Kaiser validates his stand against lying as implied in Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7.
In a church marked by an “incipient Marcionism in ethics,”89 Kaiser makes an
energetic plea for the normative nature of Old Testament ethics. He finds the ethics of the
Old Testament to be consistent and unified, governing both outward acts and “the
intention of the heart.”90 His contention that the Old Testament is a unified system shows
that no biblical meaning could be derived from one single text. A biblical scholar with a
strong exegetical background, he could have provided an exegetical study of the texts
under consideration using the set of guidelines as outlined in his book Toward an
Exegetical Theology to arrive at his position against lying. However, he simply gives to
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the readers his understanding of these texts from Scripture. As one author puts it, “For
more detailed exegesis you will have to look elsewhere.”91
Since Scripture does expect “us to evaluate what is going in against the message
of Scripture,”92 one can understand why Kaiser, through his diachronic approach, could
reject the midwives’ and Rahab’s lies. Such argument is consistent with the biblical
material. Elsewhere, such as in Prov 12:22, lying is condemned. Kaiser notes that
teachers of the Scripture exegete individual passages, and preachers, for the most part,
limit themselves to small slices of Scripture. Scholars also focus on smaller texts and
build toward an overarching umbrella-like theology. However, this exegetical process is
also the reverse; it is a grasp of the larger framework of theology that not infrequently
gives clues to interpretation of smaller units, especially the difficult passages.93 Thus, in
keeping with his diachronic approach and his own counsel, Kaiser’s understanding of the
texts under consideration (addressing the issue of lying) seems to parallel other texts of
Scripture that highlight the issue of lying. By way of example, Kaiser’s comments on Jer
4:10 and 20:7 seem to present God as a deceiver. He argues that the prophet Jeremiah’s
injunctions are similar to complaints of other prophets who mistakenly viewed the
promise of God as an assurance that no evil or derision would come on him or his
ministry. These verses, he adds, cannot be cited as the basis for giving any credence to
the charge that God is deceptive.94 Kaiser’s principle is compatible with his argument for
the unity of Scripture conveyed by his use of the diachronic approach.
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The issue of lying implied in Exodus and Joshua is not unique. The book of
Proverbs warns, “There are six things which the Lord hates, yes, seven which are an
abomination to Him: Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, a
heart that devises wicked plans, feet that run rapidly to evil, a false witness who utters
lies, and one who spreads strife among brothers.”95 In addition, liars will be destroyed in
the lake that burn with the fire and brimstone.96 As Frank Hasel has noted, only on the
basis of its unity can Scripture function as its own interpreter. Only then is it possible to
cover up with a harmony in doctrine and teaching.97
I must contend with Kaiser that what is going in against the message of Scripture
must be evaluated. His understanding of the unity of Scripture certainly led him to
conclude in light of his principle that lying to save life implied in the two texts under
consideration is incompatible with the biblical material. The next argument adds an
exception to this principle that presents an apparent conflict.
Argument 4
Occasionally the right to know all the truth may be forfeited in cases where their
evil actions have forfeited their right.98
Critique 4
Kaiser maintains his view that condoning lies in any form is biblically
unwarranted. However, he argues that the right to know all the truth may occasionally be
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forfeited. Even in those situations, Kaiser points out, we still do not have the right to
speak an untruth. Lying is always wrong, be it the midwives’ lie or anyone else’s lie.
Scripture, he adds, repeatedly warns against all falsehoods and commends truth-telling,99
since God, His truth, and His law are one.100 For Kaiser, truth-telling is not only a
covenantal responsibility, it is a universal responsibility for all times, all peoples, in all
places.
On the one hand, Kaiser admonishes truth-telling and rejects lying in any form.
On the other hand, he states that no one has the right to lie; but then, neither does every
one have the right to know all the facts in a case; especially where their evil actions have
forfeited that right.101 These two statements may seem mutually exclusive; especially
where an open lie is not accepted as such because of the context in which it is told.
However, a close examination shows that this is not the case. The notion that one has lost
the right to know the facts seems to find similar parallel in Scripture, especially in cases
of voluntary withholding of truth.102
He further states, “It is not a lie to intentionally deceive a person by withholding
information from him, information that is inferred by the question and essential to the
answer.”103 Kaiser’s statement partly concurs with George Bush who argues, “This
assertion of the midwives was doubtless true in itself, although not the whole truth. . . . It
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was withholding a part of the truth from those who take advantage of the whole to injure
or destroy the innocent. . . . [It] is not only lawful but laudable.”104 In Tremper
Longman’s opinion, Bush’s argument “smacks of artificiality and subjectivity.”105 In
answer to Kaiser’s handling of the issue of lying, he adds, “The brothers did not lie to
Jacob about the death of Joseph. All they do is hand him the bloodied robe and say, ‘We
found this.’ Examine it to see whether it is your son’s robe (Gen 37:32). Perhaps this
could even be ‘justified’ by saying that Jacob lost his right to hear the full truth by his
partial attitude toward Joseph.”106 Longman’s assessment of both Bush and Kaiser does
not square with the biblical notion of voluntary concealment of truth. To ignore the
mandate of Scripture, where one is not obligated to answer every question asked, could
lead to subjective opinion. Kaiser warns that theology must be objectively derived from
the text and not subjectively imposed on the text by the interpreter.107
Reference to Mark 14:61; 15:5 where Jesus refrained from answering questions
seems to suggest that someone could lose his or her right to know the truth because of
prior evil actions. For example, Jesus was not deceptive in either speech or silence.108
Adam Clarke is of the same opinion when he argues, “no man in any circumstance,
should ever tell a lie, yet, in all circumstance he is not obligated to tell the whole
truth.”109 It is evident from Clarke’s observation that willingly withdrawing information
is not sinful. After Jesus cleansed the leper, he bid him to “see that you tell no one; but go
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show yourself to the priest.”110 It could be argued that Jesus’ act of mercy shows that the
leper’s would-be hearers did not deserve to know all the facts about the case.
The principles given at the beginning of my interpretation are essential to the
hemeneutical task. One may arrive at the wrong conclusion if the hermeneutical
principles at the outset are inaccurate and incompatible with biblical material, as Kaiser
reminds us: “It would be wrong to argue that everyone is automatically and totally
successful in the practice of hermeneutical art just because it is an integral part of the gift
of communication.”111
Kaiser’s admonition “to intentionally deceive a person by withholding
information from him”112 seems compatible with the biblical notion of voluntary
concealment of truth from those who have no right to know the facts. Inasmuch as
Pharoah was king, it was immoral to murder innocent children. Evidently, Pharaoh did
not deserve to know the facts, although the midwives owed it to God to be truthful.
He rightly concludes, “While we agree that Pharoah has given up his right to
know all the facts, this could be a case of legitimate concealment of facts, just as in the
case of Saul and Samuel (1Sam 16:1-3), we cannot agree that the midwives had any right
to lie. Although Pharoah does not deserve to know all the truth, the midwives owe it to
God to speak the truth.”113 For Kaiser, both the midwives and Rahab were blessed not
because of their lies to their respective kings but because of their faith. The next
argument further establishes the “raison d’être” of the current one.
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Argument 5
The principle of the “antecedent of Scripture” demands that reference be made of
similar issues at hand under investigation elsewhere in Scripture.114 “The particular
commands of the Old Testament can be universalized because its moral statements were
meant to be applied to a universal class of peoples, tribes, and conditions.”115
Critique 5
Kaiser’s understanding and application of the principle of “the antecedent of
Scripture”116 seems compatible with his assumption that “the particular commands of the
Old Testament can be universalized because the Old Testament moral statements were
meant for a universal class of peoples, tribes, and conditions.” Along with promoting the
unity of Scripture, he also promotes its analogy. Therefore, the prescriptive narrative
must be universalized.
“These particular commands of the Old Testament were prescriptive since they
made demands and claims upon their readers inasmuch as all mortals are made in the
image of God.”117 The principle of the antecedent of Scripture demands that reference be
made of similar issues under investigation elsewhere in Scripture. Since for Kaiser moral
statements are rooted in the character of God and were meant to be universalized, one
may conclusively concur with Kaiser’s understanding of the moral issue of lying to save
life as implied in Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 as compatible with the biblical material.
He further adds, “If a reason for a practice or for what might appear to be a culturallyconditioned command is given and the reason is located in God’s unchanging nature, then
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the command or practice is of permanent relevance for all believers in all ages.”118 Since
the command against lying is rooted in the character and nature of God, it follows that
lying to save life is biblically unwarranted. The prophet Isaiah tells us that a good
interpretation would include “line on line, line on line, a little here, a little there.”119
Isaiah’s understanding as to what a good interpretation entails is akin to Kaiser’s
argument that the “Bible is not a potpourri of disconnected readings, canonical or
otherwise, but rather does exhibit strong connections and connectors with all of its
parts.”120 His principles of antecedent Scriptures applied to the texts under consideration
certainly contributed to his current conclusion against lying in general and lying to save
life in particular. The next argument strengthens this conclusion.
Argument 6
Negative moral principles include affirmatives and affirmatives include
negatives.121 The principle of ceteris paribus (“other things being equal”) may be
attached to some of these commands.122
Critique 6
The current argument added to the previous ones reinforces Kaiser’s position
against lying implied in the two texts under consideration. When one applies his opinion
that “negative moral principles include affirmatives and affirmatives include negatives,
so that when any sin is forbidden, the opposite duty is urged upon us and when any duty
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is encouraged its opposite sin is forbidden,”123 to the moral issue of lying to save life in
Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 2:4-6, one would arrive at the same conclusion as with Kaiser that
lying to save life is biblically unwarranted. Thus, Kaiser understands that the command
against lying must also entail telling the truth at all times. Consequently, the midwives’ or
Rahab’s lies are incompatible with the biblical teaching on lying and the character of
God.
Although the first part of the current argument concurs with the biblical material,
the second on the treatment of exceptions raises some inconsistencies with the biblical
material. He argues that, at times, the principle of ceteris paribus (“other things being
equal”) may be attached to some of these commands.124 Furthermore, while those
commands based on God’s nature will allow no exception, often there are times when
circumstances will alter the application of those laws which rest only on the word of God
addressed to a particular time or situation.125 By way of explanation, he refers to 1 Sam
21:1-6 where David ate the bread meant for the priests. When a command rooted in the
character of God is set aside for another one, this is similar to the “greater good ethics”
where the higher command takes over the lower command. Referring to David’s story,
Kaiser writes, “David was given the showbread even though the Old Testament law said,
‘Don’t eat the showbread,’ there was an exception that proved the rule.”126 Kaiser did not
provide additional explanation as to when and how to use it. Scripture nowhere indicates
that the one moral command was set aside to give way to another moral command. The
Bible simply reports that David asked for bread but the priest did not have ordinary
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bread. The priest’s response, “There is some consecrated bread here—provided the men
have kept themselves from women,” shows that there was a provision in the law which
allowed the use of consecrated bread if those receiving it had no prior contact with
women.
According to Henry Preserved Smith, “This does not originally mean that only the
priest could eat it; like a sacrifice, it could probably be eaten by worshippers when it was
duly prepared liturgically. As a safeguard, such persons usually partook of the
consecrated food within or near the sanctuary . . . but there seems to be no reason in the
nature of the things why it should not be taken away, if only proper care was exercised, if
only the young men have kept themselves from women. They ought to eat, is the natural
conclusion of the sentence.”127 As was required at the giving of the law (Exod 19:15), and
was abundantly clear from the Pentateuchal legislation as well as from Arabic usage, the
sexual act in the Hebrew cultus rendered one unfit for any sacred ceremony until proper
purification had been carried out.128 It is thus evident that consecrated things were not
forbidden to those who were holy according to the law. Thus, Kaiser’s assertion that one
moral command with its roots in the character of God was put aside for another one
seems to have no biblical evidence.
While this might seem to be the case with exceptions in general, one cannot argue
that whenever an exception occurs, one command is put aside for another command
rooted in the character of God. In biblical exceptions, however, one command is not put
aside for another, as one is still held accountable for both commands. Exceptions, by their
very nature, are not predictable and are never to replace other moral rules.129 Therefore,
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David and his associates had not anticipated eating consecrated bread when they left king
Saul’s palace. Otherwise, if one holds solely that a certain moral command could be put
aside for another command, then some may argue that the command to tell the truth could
be laid aside for the command to save life, just as in the greater-good ethics where no one
is held accountable for breaking the lower command in order to obey the greater. As one
commentator puts it, “There was nothing in the Mosaic regulation forbidding the eating
of the bread by those who were ceremonially clean.”130
With Kaiser’s admiration for non-conflicting absolutism as a viable option for
resolving moral dilemmas, he posits that the midwives or Rahab should not have lied in
order to protect the spies who came to Jericho to survey the land or the babies being born.
This view holds that God has given us absolute norms that cannot be altered. Any
apparent conflict is due to a lack of knowledge rather than a real conflict in the
commands. For a non-conflicting absolutist, the conflict is only apparent; to advocate a
conflict of moral absolutes is akin to advocating a conflict in the moral nature of God.
Geisler provides an extensive treatment of non-conflicting absolutism. He notes
that non-conflicting absolutism is “perhaps the most influential and widely-held view
among Christians.”131 By claiming that both the midwives and Rahab were obligated to
tell the truth and save life, Kaiser holds a belief similar to Rakestraw, a non-conflicting
absolutist, who maintains that absolute norms never really conflict and thus admit no
exceptions.132 Therefore, absolute moral laws should be kept at all times, regardless of
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the circumstances;133 since God will always provide a way out.134 Thus when close
attention is paid to the moral absolute, “there will never be a situation in which obedience
to one absolute will entail disobedience to or the setting-aside of another absolute.”135
Kaiser concurs with Rakestraw when he argues, “Negatives are binding at all times and
we must never do anything forbidden even though good may ultimately come from it.”136
Commenting on Rahab’s case, John Murray is of the same opinion as Kaiser; he
notes that neither Scripture itself nor the theological inferences derived from Scripture
provide us with any warrant for the vindication of Rahab’s untruth and there is no
evidence that under certain circumstances we may justifiably utter an untruth.137
Similarly, John Calvin states, “For those who hold what is called a dutiful lie to be
altogether excusable, do not sufficiently consider how precious truth is in the sight of
God. It can never be lawful to lie, because that cannot be right which is contrary to the
nature of God. On the whole it was the will of God that the spies should be delivered, but
he did not approve of saving their life by falsehood.”138 From Kaiser’s overall arguments,
we note that lying to save life is biblically unwarranted. We proceed with Geisler.
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Geisler
Geisler is emphatic that his ethical system known as hierarchicalism139 is the best
and only adequate ethical view to hold. In his reponse to Olson’s critique of
hierarchicalism, Geisler states, “I am more firmly convinced of the basic principles of
‘graded absolutism’ than when I proposed it 15 years ago.”140 He maintains that this
method of resolving moral conflict is comprehensive, consistent, and biblical—the only
true ethical approach for Christians. In order to illustrate this, he formulates a strategy for
resolving the moral conflicts he perceives in “the real world”141 and in the Bible.142
Below is an assessment of some of his arguments.
Argument 1
God is not temporal but eternal. He cannot be part of time although He can relate
to time as its Creator in the way a cause relates to its effect. 143
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Critique 1
Geisler refers to several Bible quotations including the following to show the
eternality of God: “I am who I am” (Exod 3:14); “Before the mountains were born or you
brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God” (Isa
57:15); “No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that had been hidden and that
God destined for our glory before time began” (1 Cor 2:7); “This grace was given us in
Christ Jesus before the beginning of time” (2 Tim 1:9); “God, who does not lie, promised
before the beginning of time” (Titus 1:2); “To the only God our savior be glory, majesty,
power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and
forevermore! Amen” (Jude 25).144
Although Geisler refers to these preceding biblical supporting arguments
confirming the eternality of God, one must be aware that for Geisler, the God referred to
is the timeless God who has no interaction with His creatures in space and time. Hence,
his argument is that God is not temporal, but eternal. This notion is contra Exod 25:8
where God dwells in the midst of His people. Geisler’s contention promotes the timeless
understanding of God advocated by Greek philosophy. As Frederik Sontag rightly
observed, “The most crucial route by which philosophy shapes theology is via the
doctrine of God.”145 According to Norman R. Gulley, the view that God is timeless does
not come from Scripture, but originates from such philosophers as Parmenides.146
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It is not clear as to whether this notion of the atemporal God influenced his
understanding of the texts under consideration. What is clear, however, is that for Geisler,
the midwives’ and Rahab’s lies were commendable. Geisler’s conclusion is incompatible
with the biblical material. When Geisler suggests that God is not temporal but eternal, is
he suggesting that the character or nature of God would not be affected if He condones
lying as implied in the two texts under consideration? In the next argument he
emphasizes human independence.
Argument 2
“Human beings know what is right and wrong by their own natural intuitions.”147
“A hierarchy of values is known intuitively.”148 “Rational and moral creatures know
intuitively that love is to be preferred to hate and that some forms of love are higher than
other forms.”149
Critique 2
The current argument highlights Geisler’s contention of human autonomy and his
intuitive knowledge of a hierarchy of value. Geisler’s emphasis on human autonomy
denotes his own subjective attempt to resolve moral conflict. On a number of occasions,
he emphasizes intuition as a tool for the knowledge of right and wrong. He states that
human beings know what is right and wrong by their “own natural intuitions.”150 He
further notes, “A hierarchy of values is known intuitively.”151 Furthermore, he states,

147

James Porter Moreland and Norman L. Geisler, The Life and Death Debate: Moral Issues of
Our Time (New York: Praeger, 1990), 148.
148

Geisler, Ethics Alternatives, 125.

149

Ibid.

150

Moreland and Geisler, Debate, 148.

151

Geisler, Ethics Alternatives, 125.

208

“Rational and moral creatures know intuitively that love is to be preferred to hate and that
some forms of love are higher than other forms.”152 On another occasion, he asserts that
human beings “know intuitively that it is better to love God than man and better to save
many lives than one.”153 By emphasizing human autonomy through intuition, Geisler
promotes an independent human being who has the power or faculty of attaining to direct
knowledge of God.
After claiming human autonomy, Geisler challenges his own argument
concerning human independence. First, he argues, “The natural law is written in every
one’s heart”154 because God knew that not all men would have access to the truth of
Scripture at all times. As Geisler puts it, He inscribed a law upon their hearts.155 For this
reason, Christians are not to decide for themselves what the ethical priorities are. Rather
“it is God who establishes the pyramid of values in accordance with his own nature.”156
Thus, Geisler explains, “The ethics of hierarchy is objective and determined by God and
is, therefore, biblical.”157 Geisler’s conflicting argument is evident and confusing. It
shows that Geisler depends upon human autonomy versus human dependence upon God
for the knowledge of right and wrong. He queries, “When asked why we believe some
things are right and others are wrong, we have our one answer: because God said so.”158
It is no longer “human know intuitively” as he argued earlier. Rather the source of
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morality is “anchored ultimately and firmly in the unchanging nature of a God of perfect
love and justice.”159 If Geisler believes that the source of morality is anchored in the
character of God, then why does he not apply the same argument when the midwives and
Rahab told lies to save lives?
On the one hand, Geisler’s notion that one’s knowledge of right and wrong is
known intuitively yields his suggested conclusion when applied to the texts under
consideration. On the other hand, his other argument that God determines what is right or
wrong yields a different conclusion when applied to the texts. Given the biblical claim
that one’s “statement be, ‘yes, yes’ or ‘no, no’; and anything beyond these is of evil,”
Geisler’s argument that the midwives’ and Rahab’s lies could be justified are biblically
incorrect.
In light of the preceding, Geisler’s current arguments are inconsistent with his
own system and, consequently, incompatible with the biblical material. Surprisingly, his
next argument appeals on the authoritative nature of the Bible on moral issues.
Argument 3
The Bible will be cited as the authority for every conclusion drawn.160 He further
contends that the Bible is the established standard for truth; thus, anything that
contradicts the Bible is false.161 Accordingly, he believes “biblical commands do not
admit exceptions.”162
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Critique 3
For Geisler, “the Scripture’s prohibitions against adultery, lying, murder are
binding on all men at all times and all places.”163 In the previous argument, Geisler
claimed human independence in knowing moral matters but in the current one, he appeals
to biblical authority. It is thus evident that human independence in moral matters versus
biblical authority creates an irreconciliable conflict. His appeal to the Bible as authority
for every conclusion drawn led him to conclude that lying is binding on all men at all
times and places. Consequently, one wonders why Geisler could not consider lying
implied in the two texts under consideration as binding at all times and places? Are those
lies of a different nature? Geisler’s opinion that the Bible is the established standard for
truth supports the biblical claim that lying is among the things that God hates.164 If the
source of morality is rooted in the unchanging nature of God as Geisler argues, then the
midwives must be wrong for lying and not be exempted for the wrong they did.
It is thus surprising as Geisler himself warns about the dangers of interpreting the
Bible based on personal experience. He rightly observes, “Reevaluation of the Bible
based on our experience often ends in reinterpreting the Bible based on our experience,
rather than interpreting our experience by the Bible. The Bible is our final authority, not
our experience.”165
While Geisler is correct that the command against lying is binding on all men, he
is incorrect to suggest that the biblical command admits no exception. He argues, “If
there is an exception, the law is not absolute and hence does not reflect the nature of
God.”166 While the notion of absolutes cannot be ignored, one must note that the Bible is
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replete with exceptions. By way of example, the biblical story of King David and his
associates who ate of the bread meant for the priest is an illustration of a biblical
exception. Since David and his associates did not set out that morning hoping to eat the
bread meant for the priest, it could be argued that their actions were classified as an
exception. Inasmuch as exceptions are not substitutes for the rule and are not predictable,
David’s story fits these characteristics.167 Another example is Jesus’ injunction on
divorce. The clause, “Because of your hardness of heart, Moses permitted you to divorce
your wives; but from the beginning it has not been this way,”168 shows that this example
fits the characteristic of biblical exceptions.
Josef Fuchs cautions, “The critical thinker must constantly be on guard against the
naïve acceptance of a multitude of norms for which there is provided no adequate
justification.”169 Then he adds, “Especially should one be defensive about absolutes
which conflict with each other.”170 Unfortunately, Geisler has neither heeded his own
counsel nor those of his peers on these matters, since ethical hierarchicalism is based
partly on his assumed absolutes that conflict with the “facts” of human experience. It is,
therefore, an unacceptable method of moral reasoning. This is internally inconsistent with
Geisler’s thought since he personally warns, “For a Christian, all of life must be
interpreted by the final authority of the Bible.”171 The next argument expresses Geisler’s
assumed principles.
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Argument 4
One is not guilty for doing the greater good, but rather is praised for doing his or
her best; one is not guilty for breaking a lower norm, but rather has exemption from it in
view of the overriding duty to the higher norm.172 Remember that the Bible often records
things of which it does not approve.173
Critique 4
Geisler maintains, “When conflict occurs, the greater duty is to fulfil the higher
law.”174 What happens to his statement that biblical commands admit no exceptions?
Geisler himself seems to acknowledge the contradiction, and tries to provide additional
explanations. First, he queries, “In what sense is this view absolute when it allows that
one is not obligated to follow some lower ethical law when they are in conflict with
higher ones?”175 Geisler explains, “There are three ways in which Graded Absolutism is
an Absolutism.”176 It is, first of all, absolute in its source, since it holds that all norms are
based on the absoluteness of God in whose nature moral principles are based. Second,
each particular command is absolute and should be obeyed absolutely,177 unless there is a
conflict between these absolutes, at which point the hierarchy is used to determine which
is the higher relationship that takes precedence.178 And third, “the very hierarchy of
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values by which the conflicts are resolved is absolute.”179 If the very hierarchy of values
by which the conflicts are resolved is called “absolute,” as Geisler claims, why are they
called “absolute”? For example, Geisler notes, “It is absolutely established in accordance
with the nature of God that in an avoidable conflict between God and parent one must put
God first.”180
How could we have hierarchy with absolutes? According to Geisler, God provides
the hierarchy of values. In his understanding, this hierarchical absolute is contextual. He
then concludes that hierarchical ethics hold that moral laws are absolute in their source,
absolute in their sphere, and absolute in their sequence of priority.181 For Geisler, all the
norms that flow from God’s character are thus considered absolute in a given context.182
If, according to Geisler, absolutes are contextual, then hierarchical ethics are closer to
Joseph Fletcher’s Situation Ethics, which not only contest or deny the validity of
absolutes, but also promote that the morality of an act depends on its context.
In William Luck’s judgment, by not denying the plurality of commandments,
Geisler offers a way to act in conflict so as not to be guilty of breaking a commandment.
In short, Geisler seems to accept both of Fletcher's premises (multiple commandments
and conflicts) and yet deny his conclusion (normative incoherence).183 Geisler further
asks, “How can anyone resolve an irresolvable conflict of laws (one requiring what
another one prohibits)?”184 Then, “a moral conflict that can be resolved is not really a
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moral conflict in the first place”185 for “if there is a way to resolve the moral conflict on
the normative level, then the conflict is only apparent.”186 Thus, the inconsistency within
the hierarchical system cannot be overlooked. If it alters the obligation, it resolves the
apparently irresolvable conflict by denying the conflict. If it does not alter the obligation,
it retains normative incoherence. Geisler’s system is indeed caught between the two ends.
The system has to move one way or the other. Either it has to deny the reality of moral
conflict or it has to accept the charge of being an incoherent system insofar as the theory
pretends normatively to resolve187 the irresolvable.188 William Luck thinks that this is
analytically absurd.189 Geisler attempts to answer this criticism by explaining what he
meant by “irresolvable.”190 However, as Luck points out, “this clarification is a study in
shifting linguistic sand.”191 Geisler insists on the “normative” as he himself points out,192
“We say that the conflict was ‘irresolvable’ only in the sense that there was no ‘give’ in
the force of the commands. Neither law ‘backed down’; both continued to demand with
the same absoluteness that is theirs by virtue of their grounding in God.”193
Then Geisler contends, “God intervenes in love and exempts a man from the
demands of the command which cannot be kept without breaking a higher command.”194
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In other words, God removes the demand so that it does not have the same absoluteness
that it had by virtue of its grounding in His nature. However, if God intervenes in love
and exempts man from the demands of the command, as Geisler claims, then as William
Luck argues,
without irresolvable conflict there is no need to devise a methodology to handle
conflict. On the other hand, if it is irresolvable then no method can be devised that
will resolve the normative incoherence. Since Geisler’s resolution involves the
exempting of obligation, it is a normative resolution and therefore reveals that the
supposed conflict of norms cannot have been irresolvable in the first place. And
since resolvable conflicts are only prima facie conflicts, Geisler cannot really be
serious about being a conflict theorist. He must be a crypto-non-conflicting
absolutist.195
Nowhere does the internally divergent or conflicting character of Geisler’s system
become more obvious than in his debate of the difference between exceptions and
exemptions.196 Geisler came up with the definition that “an exception means that lying as
such is sometimes right under certain circumstances.”197 Then he continues, “Not so with
exemption. Lying as such is always wrong; it is only the life saving activity of which the
falsehood may be a necessary concomitant that is good.”198 Grenz recognizes that Geisler
is playing a semantic game in which universals are not universally applicable and
absolutes are relative.199 Geisler seeks to differentiate between an exception to a norm
(which is always disallowed) and an exemption from a lower norm (which is granted
each time a higher norm is obeyed at the cost of a lower one).200 Moreover, noncompliance with the lower norm for the sake of the higher one does not constitute a
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transgression, but rather a transcending of the lower norm.201 John Tape points out that
this attempt at distinguishing between exceptions and exemptions does not solve the
problem concerning the absolute nature of moral law,202 for “whether one allows a moral
law to be suspended by an exception or an exemption, it is still suspended and such
allowance is contradictory to the absolute nature of God’s laws.”203 As Luck expresses it:
“Exemption and exception are two sides of the same coin.”204
Despite Geisler’s explanation of the difference between exception and exemption,
the reader is still left with conflicting, unresolved statements. For example, Geisler
himself shows us the impossibility of accepting Fletcher’s premises and rejecting his
conclusions. He asserts, “Lying as such is always wrong.”205 Then, he claims, “Lying is
sometimes right: There are higher laws.”206 These kinds of internal conflicts dispel his
claim that Graded Absolutism is internally consistent and revealed by God. Commenting
on Geisler’s assertion, William Luck adds, “All of this means that Geisler's crucial
distinction between exemptions and exceptions is utterly opaque. He has not theoretically
vindicated any clear distinction between the two things. The fact is that Geisler is here
writhing on the horns of the dilemma he has created for himself. He must have real moral
conflict, and he must, with his system, resolve real moral conflict. All his squirming
simply impales him further on the horns of his dilemma.”207 Consequently, Geisler’s
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assertion that morality is rooted in the unchanging nature of God is irreconciliable with
his statements that “one is exempted from the unavoidable.”208 Therefore, based on
Geisler’s internal inconsistency, the God of truth in whom there is no lie (Heb 6:18)
could be viewed as both accommodating and rejecting lies.
In order to prove that “unavoidable moral conflicts exist,”209 Geisler refers to
several Bible stories. He argues, “The Abraham and Isaac story in Gen 22 contains a real
moral conflict. ‘Thou shall not kill’ is a divine moral command, and yet God commanded
Abraham to kill his son, Isaac.”210 Then Geisler refers to the stories of Rahab’s lie to save
life,211 Samson’s “divinely approved suicide,”212 and the Hebrew midwives’ “divinely
approved lying”213 to the king in order to save the male babies.214 Geisler refers to Rom
15:4 to argue that “since all things in the Old Testament are ‘for us’ and happened ‘for
our example’ (1 Cor 10:11), it seems difficult to avoid the conclusion that these were
God-approved examples of how He wants us to behave in similar moral conflicts.”215 For
Geisler, the Bible is replete with persons who were praised by God for following their
highest duty in situations of conflict.216 He then concludes, “In each case, there was no
divine condemnation for the moral law they did not keep but there was rather, evident
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divine approval.”217 While Geisler argues that God is the God of truth in whom there is
no lie, he also affirms that on some occasions, God approves of lying. By also affirming
that the moral law is rooted in the character of the unchanging nature of God, one
wonders how lying could be rooted in the character of God. The Bible nowhere affirms
that there was divine approval in any of these cases of lying to protect human lives.
Since Geisler acknowledges that the Bible often records things it does not
approve, why could he not apply this principle to the two narratives under consideration.
It seems evident that Geisler is selective in what he applies to the texts to arrive at his
desired conclusion. The next argument elaborates this concept.
Argument 5
Geisler holds that there are many “moral absolutes that often conflict.”218
Consequently, lying is sometimes ethically right.
Critique 5
Geisler’s current argument posits for conflicting moral absolutes. Unlike
absolutism which maintains that there is only one absolute, Geisler holds that there are
many “moral absolutes.”219 As a result, lying is sometimes ethically right. However, he
rarely explains what he means by the term “moral conflicts,” based on the numerous
examples he cites as well as on the few explanations he gives. In Geisler’s understanding,
a moral conflict can be defined as an occasion when one is faced with two moral
obligations, only one of which it is possible to perform.220
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For Geisler, the facts or experiences of life provide the evidence that absolute
norms conflict. Yet, even though it is clear that the one who believes in the existence of
conflicting moral norms can only do so based on an understanding as to what these moral
absolutes actually are, nowhere in his work does Geisler take the time to exegetically
establish or systematically outline the fundamental moral absolutes that are required for
all Christians. Based on his personal interpretation as to what these absolutes are, Geisler
concludes that these obligations conflict in the real world and in the Bible.221 On this type
of phenomenological approach to ethics, Helmut Thielicke says, “Many theological
ethicists allow the development of their work to be controlled, not by the theological
inquiry, but by the law of that phenomenology of life.”222 Thielicke continues, “Even
what appears to be the most objective and natural human understanding of that which is
observed is not really without its prior assumptions.”223 Thielicke’s astute analysis of the
phenomenological approach to ethics exposes a fateful flaw of Geisler’s method. Despite
Geisler’s repeated declarations that the experiences or “facts” of life prove that moral
absolutes conflict, it is clear that these conflicts are due to his own interpretations of the
so-called “facts,”224 which are based on subjective assumptions.
Consequently, Geisler considers the problem of lying to save life to be the conflict
of moral absolutes in order to prevent innocent life from being taken. Gordon Olson, in
his biblical critique of ethical hierarchicalism, ironically states, “It is an absolute not to
commit murder; but it is not an absolute to save a life.”225 In other words, as David Gill
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has remarked, “Geisler’s dilemmas are often false dilemmas arising from his impositions
of worldly definitions of truth on the Bible.”226
Geisler also assumes that the command to obey civil rulers is unqualified. Again,
this assumption ignores basic principles of biblical hermeneutics. Moreover, it may be
maintained that the authors of Scripture always assumed that we must obey God rather
than men (Acts 5:29) whenever obedience to human authority is required. Again and
again, Geisler assumes far-fetched and legalistic interpretations of biblical commands in
order to give his premise of moral conflict the color of probability. To the discerning eye
he only succeeds in raising serious questions about his understanding of Scripture. When
he insists that the Scriptures approved of Jephthah’s sacrifice of his daughter in
fulfillment of his vow, he goes so far in this direction that he even raises questions about
his own hierarchicalism. In endeavoring to show a conflict between the duty to keep
one’s oaths and the duty not to kill, he asserts, “The Scripture appears to approve of
Jephthah’s keeping the oath to kill.”227 The implications of this are alarming. If the
Scriptures do approve of Jephthah's keeping his oath to kill his daughter, then this
contradicts Geisler's own hierarchicalism. This is so because I assume that Geisler does
not approve of Jephthah’s keeping his oath. If the Scriptures only appear to approve of
his keeping the oath, but do not really approve of it, then of what relevance is this
instance to Geisler’s case?228
In promoting hierarchy of command, he contends that lying is sometimes ethically
right.229 However, he states that lying to save life cannot be based on God as true, but can
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be based on God as merciful.230 With this kind of reasoning, one wonders if there is a
tension or conflict within the nature or character of God.
Elsewhere, Geisler states, “When truth and mercy conflict as in a life or death
emergency, lying finds its basis in God’s nature as merciful.”231 If they are both rooted in
the character of God, then why do they conflict? Because, according to Geisler, there is a
hierarchy of moral commands within the nature of God. Thus for Geisler, “justifiable lies
are not based in God’s truthfulness but in His mercy.”232Are truth and mercy mutually
exculsive? When such an assertion is contrasted with Geisler’s previous statement that all
ethical commands are in harmony with God’s unchangeable moral character,233 it
becomes even more obvious that Geisler is engaged in self-contradiction by promoting an
illegitimate disjunction between God’s attributes of mercy and truth. For example, he
contends that the usefulness of lies does not make them truthful.234 Then Geisler shifts by
arguing that lies are morally justifiable and God does not hold accountable those who
could not do otherwise. Geisler suggests that it was impossible to save the spies and tell
the truth. However, he further argues that truth is found in correspondence; it is telling it
the way things really are.235 This change reveals Geisler’s contradicting thoughts.
Furthermore, his use of Prov 12:22 to suggest that God does not condone lying lips
further exposes that contradiction. In addition, he refers to Rom 13:1 to argue that God
appoints the existing authorities.
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These internal inconsistencies within Geisler’s own system could lead only to the
suggested conclusion on the issue of lying implied in the texts under consideration.
Consequently, he also acknowledges that the midwives both lied and disobeyed the
Pharaoh, which is against the mandate of Scripture. It becomes more and more
convincing that Geisler’s conflicting thought leaves his audience baffled: How can one
cope with the idea of a flexible God who, at the same time, condones and condemns
lying? Could Geisler have it both ways? In his treatment of Josh 2:1-7, Geisler remarks
that the Bible nowhere explicitly states that God blessed Rahab for her lying. In fact, God
could have blessed her in spite of her lie and not because of it. Since Geisler observes that
lying is against the mandate of Scripture, and since he believes that Scripture is the
authoritative word of God, then why not sanction it as wrong and biblically unwarranted?
Geisler explains: “Since God’s moral character does not change (Mal 3:6; Jas
1:17), it follows that moral obligations flowing from His nature are absolute. That is, they
are always binding everywhere on every one.” With this background in mind, one
understands better why Geisler’s contention—that both Rahab’s lie to the king of Jericho
and the midwives’ lie to the king of Egypt are morally justifiable—is also inconsistent
with his own principles. How could a moral law incompatible with the character of God
revealed in Scripture be morally justifiable? For Geisler, “lying to save life is really an
act of mercy, and mercy is an attribute of God.”236 Therefore, according to Geisler, God
could not hold them accountable for the unavoidable. While this might seem acceptable
within Geisler’s ethical system and frame of mind, it would be inconsistent with the
character of God portrayed in Scripture.
How could God’s moral absolutes be in conflict? Robert V. Rakestraw contends
that the character of God is consistent within His own moral nature and it would be

236

Geisler, Options and Issues, 129.

223

jeopardized by any view that places God’s absolutes in conflict with each other.237
Attempting to answer the question as to how lying could flow from the nature of God’s
truthful nature, Geisler asserts that “lying as such” does not flow from the nature of God,
adding that a lie can never be justified by an appeal to Him who is truth.238 While he
thinks and believes that God is truth, yet he still contends that while “lying as such is
never justified, lying to save life is.”239 Geisler seems to have a different definition for the
word lie,240 and the next argument seems to reveal this.
Argument 6
For Geisler, deception is sometimes necessary to accomplish a good result.
Consequently, lying is both “always wrong” and “right when human life is at stake.” In
addition, one is not held accountable for the unavoidable.241
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Critique 6
The current argument applied to the two narratives under consideration reveals
why Geisler would conclude that the midwives and Rahab were morally justified for their
acts of lying to their respective governmental authorities. His double assertions that
“lying is always wrong” and “lying is right when human life is at stake” provide evidence
for one of the strongest arguments confirming his internal inconsistencies. Similarly, this
double assertion plays a pivotal role in his interpretation of the texts under consideration.
With this type of hermeneutical conflict, it is logical that Geisler would argue that neither
the midwives nor Rahab were guilty of lying to protect innocent life. However, nowhere
does Scripture provide such a principle. It is not clear how Geisler concluded that “one is
not held accountable for the unavoidable.”242
However, the Bible vehemently speaks against “doing evil that good may come”
(Rom 3:8). Yet Geisler writes, “Remember that the Bible records things it does not
approve of.”243 Certainly the midwives’ and Rahab’s stories are among the stories which
the Bible records while not approving of the immoral acts therein. Geisler also argues,
“Misinterpretations consist of ‘failing to understand the context of the passage,’ such as
‘basing a teaching on an obscure passage,’ and ‘neglecting to interpret difficult passages
in the light of the clear ones.’”244 If Geisler had applied this principle on the two texts
under consideration, he would have interpreted the difficult ones in the light of clear
ones. Since lying is forbidden elsewhere in Scripture, his case for lying when human life
is at stake would have been biblically unwarranted upon application of the principle.
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To uphold his point of view that lying may be right when human life is at stake,
Geisler argues that “there are higher and lower moral laws.”245 He refers to Matt 23:23
and 5:19 where Jesus spoke about the weightier matters of the law and Matt 22:36 where
He talked about “the greatest Commandment,” as supporting arguments for his
“hierarchy of values.” With this hierarchical principle, Geisler would be correct that the
midwives and Rahab were not guilty of lying and were morally justified. Any exegete
applying the principle that “there are higher and lower moral laws” and that “one is not
guilty for lying in order to protect innocent life”246 would arrive at the same conclusion
with Geisler on the issue of lying. However, for Geisler to arrive at such a conclusion
would mean that some of his own principles must be discarded. For example, he states
that misinterpretations consist in “failing to understand the context of the passage” based
on “a teaching on an obscure passage” and “neglecting to interpret difficult passages in
the light of the clear ones.”247 This is a situation where I think Geisler has overlooked that
Matt 23:23 could be explained in the light of clearer references. The brief exegetical
study of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 yielded no textual evidence that God approved of
the midwives or Rahab’s lie to save the lives of the spies.
A look at the context of Matt 23:23 seems to indicate that Jesus did not advocate
higher and lower moral laws. Nolland points out, “Whichever it is, Matthew at the end
wants it to be quite clear that a prophet-like focus on issues of justice and mercy is not to
be thought of as antithetical to even the minutiae of cultic practice: ‘and not abandoned
by [sic] the others.’”248 Similarly, “Jesus does not tell the Pharisees and teachers of the
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law to neglect the tithes, but their scrupulous attention to ceremonial details consumes so
much of their time and attention that they have no time to plan how they will daily
exercise the more important matters, such as bringing justice to those who are wronged,
mercy to those who do wrong, and faithfulness to those who have departed from the
faith.”249 As Geisler remarks, “There is no substitute with comparing Scripture with
Scripture.”250 He also argues earlier that one should not neglect “to interpret difficult
passages in the light of the clesr ones.”251 When Geisler states that “no guilt is imputed to
the unavoidable,”252 providing they keep the higher moral law, and that a “just God will
not hold a person responsible for doing what is ethically impossible,”253 it becomes
evident that Geisler’s understanding is that “in the Old Testament the Hebrew midwives
both disobeyed the king and lied to save innocent lives and God blessed them for it.”254
He adds, “There was not only no divine condemnation for the moral law they did not
keep, there was rather evident divine approval.”255 If Geisler holds the principle that there
was divine approval for their action, then he is consistent with some of his own principles
in saying that the midwives and Rahab were right for what they did.
However, once again it is evident that Geisler contradicts himself when he warns,
“The Bible records Satan’s lie without approving it (Gen 3:4-5). The sermons are not
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necessary because the condemnation is elsewhere.”256 In other words the Bible records
things of which it does not approve. This begs the question as to what the difference is
between Satan’s lie and the midwives’ or Rahab’s lie? Why would Geisler decide to
acknowledge Satan’s lie as unbiblical and Rahab’s or the midwives’ as biblically
justified? Geisler’s explanation is that “it was done to save life.” Perhaps it could be
argued that, in Geisler’s system, Satan’s lie could have been recognized and justified had
it been to save life.
The preceding arguments and critique have pointed out several inconsistencies
within Geisler’s ethical system. His conflicting principles have led him to the conclusion
that the midwives’ and Rahab’s lie were morally justified. It is therefore evident that
anyone applying some of his principles could arrive at the same conclusion as Geisler. It
was also clear that nowhere in Scripture do we have evidence of some of the principles he
used to arrive at his desired conclusion of the two texts of Scripture.
Before I conclude this chapter and propose the reasons for Kaiser’s and Geisler’s
divergent views on the interpretation of the same texts related to moral issues, it is
important to provide a summary assessment of Kaiser and Geisler.
Summary
From close examination of both Kaiser’s and Geisler’s books and materials, it
seems that they have not engaged themselves in thorough exegetical analysis and word
studies of the two passages of Scripture under consideration as the exegetical process
would normally require. After reading their interpretation of the texts under
consideration, the readers who were looking for a detailed exegesis of the two passages
under investigastion would have been disappointed. Thus, a brief exegetical study of
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Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 has been provided above. As such, no textual evidences
support the view that lying to save life is biblically warranted.
Although they both differ in background—Kaiser, a biblical theologian, and
Geisler, a systematic theologian—they have both outlined their interpretation with clarity
so that the reader cannot miss their divergent views on the issue of lying to save life.
They both have a keen interest in the subject of lying as they both answer questions
related to Bible difficulties.257 However, it seems that they both employed their ethical
and textual hermeneutical principles to arrive at their conclusions. It is interesting to note
that despite their differences, they both share evangelical roots.
Neither Geisler nor Kaiser contends that God is a liar. They both agree that the
God of the Bible is the God of truth. Both scholars refer to the unchanging nature of the
character of God. For Geisler, God condones lying when the human life is at stake since
one is not accountable for the unavoidable; but for Kaiser, we cannot say that protecting
innocent life is a greater good than the demand to tell the truth always. Scripture nowhere
advocates or allows for such a hierarchy.
On the one hand, Geisler thinks that God could condone lying and yet not be a
liar. On the other hand, Kaiser, as if responding to Geisler, argues that this cannot be the
case. To do so, he argues, would pit part of God’s nature against other parts of His nature.
To say that lying is a lesser evil than involuntary implication in murder is again an
artificial and subjective construct. We must not form our own subjective hierarchies or
personal priorities in assigning what we believe are the greater good or lesser evil.258
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In connection with Rahab’s lie, Geisler says: “It seems that God blessed her
because of it, not in spite of it.”259 This statement is controverted by Geisler himself,
where he recognizes the biblical truth that “God sometimes blesses us in spite of
ourselves and he is able to bring good out of evil (Gen 50:20; Rom 8:28).”260
Regarding Rahab’s actions, Kaiser notes that “Romans 3:8 warns us not to say,
‘let us do evil that good may result.’ Neither should we argue, especially from a
descriptive or a narrative passage, that a text validates deceit under certain conditions.”261
For Kaiser, to argue in favor of deception in this manner would be “poor exegesis and
theology.”262 Kaiser notes,
We cannot say that protecting innocent lives is a greater good than the demands
always to tell the truth. Scripture nowhere advocates or allows for such hierarchy.
To do so would pit part of God’s nature against other parts of his nature. To say
that lying is a lesser evil than being involuntarily implicated in murder is again an
artificial and subjective construct. We need to follow all of God’s word and that
word involves respect for both life and truth.263
Furthermore, Kaiser warns, “We must not form our own subjective hierarchies or
personal priorities in assigning what we believe is the greater good or lesser evil.”264
Rather, it must be recognized that, according to the written word of God, truthtelling “is a
universal responsibility for all times, all peoples, in all places.”265
Concerning the story of the midwives, Geisler declares, “We have an even clearer
case of divinely approved lying to save life.”266 He reasons that since “the text explicitly
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says following their deception that ‘because the midwives feared God, God established
households for them’”267 and since all things in the Old Testament happened as examples
for us, “it seems difficult to avoid the conclusion that these were God-approved examples
of how he wants us to behave in similar moral conflicts.”268 Acknowledging that these
women lied to the king, Kaiser queries, “Does the text gives us warrant to speak an
untruth under the proper conditions?”269 Kaiser explains that “this suspicion cannot be
sustained in the text.”270 Pack rightly attests that “nowhere in the text is their
conversation with Pharoah endorsed.”271 Thus, contrary to Geisler’s assertion, there is no
evidence of divine approbation for using deception in this pericope.272
On the issue of moral absolutes, Kaiser disagrees with Geisler on this point.
According to Kaiser, Rahab or the midwives owed it to God to tell the truth and save life.
For Geisler, the laws of creation are not inviolable, especially when something is done for
the good of humanity, but for Kaiser, such a hierarchy is a subjective construct.273
From the arguments, critiques, and summary assessment of both Kaiser and
Geisler, their divergent views are obvious and evident. The assessment of their
hermeneutical principles further exposed their divergent opinions on the issue of lying.
Both scholars agreed that the Bible reports things it does not approve of. Admittedly,
Henry Wirker notes that “descriptive passages relate what was said or what happened at a
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particular time without necessarily commenting on the veracity of the statement or the
appropriateness of the action. . . . When Scripture describes human actions without
comments, it should not necessarily be assumed that those actions are approved by
God.”274
The divergence of opinion implied in the two passages of Scripture under
consideration has been examined thoughout this study. I am now in a position to suggest
the reasons as to why two scholars with a shared theological heritage would have arrived
at different interpretations of the same texts of Scripture.
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CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Findings
This study was concerned with whether God was a being of integrity, a concern
resulting from Kaiser’s and Geisler’s divergent conclusions on their understanding of
Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 that address the issue of lying to save life. The outcome of
this conflict of interpretation would either pose a threat or vindicate the view of the
integrity of God as revealed in Scripture. The issue was the morality of lying to save life
as implied in the two texts of Scripture mentioned above.
Two conflicting interpretations resulted from the understanding of the two texts
under consideration. While Kaiser contended that God cannot lie nor condones lying in
any circumstance, Geisler affirms that, occasionally, God may condone lying when
human life is at stake. Consequently, one is left to wonder whether God was a liar
because one scholar portrayed Him as condoning lies without being a liar while the other
would portray Him as not condoning lies in any form. Before I propose the causes of
their divergent interpretations, it is important to present a brief synopsis of this research.
The first chapter reemphasized the prevalence of difficult texts in the Bible. As a
result, this led some to believe that God condones lying on some occasions, especially
when a human life is at stake (Geisler), while others maintain that God does not condone
lying in any form (Kaiser). The historical survey has shown the intensity of these two
opposing views and how scholars have pondered the moral issue of lying in general and
lying to save life in particular for centuries. Therefore, the opposing views referred to
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earlier explain the divergent views on the issue of lying to save life. Hence, Kaiser and
Geisler’s conflicting views on the issue were not surprising. As a result, regardless of
which view one subscribed to, the issue of the integrity of God has been challenged. How
could God both condemn and condone lying?
In order to explain the underlying reasons for these two divergent views on the
issue of lying as implied in Exod 1:15-21 and Josh 4:1 -7, the second chapter determined
the meaning of the word integrity in the Bible. After an overview of terms in both
Testaments, the Hebrew word ~ymiT' as related to God, His actions, and/or attributes was
analyzed contextually, exegetically, and semantically. This chapter established that the
word ~ymiT' meant “without blemish or spotless” when it applied to sacrificial animals and
meant “whole, sound, healthful, flawless” when applied to God. The chapter thus
established that God’s integrity was flawless; therefore, the accusation that He uses deceit
to achieve His purpose was biblically unwarranted.
In order to give more substance to the claim that God is a being of integrity, the
third chapter extended the analytical scope of the word ~ymiT' to certain attributes of God.
A systematic analysis of the attributes of truthfulness, trustworthiness, holiness, and
mercy was done both biblically and theologically. The analysis of these attributes
together with the exegetical study of the word ~ymiT' confirmed that the God of the Bible is
a being of integrity.
In order to make available the reasons for both scholars’ divergent interpretations,
the fourth chapter provided a report of their presuppositions, hermeneutical principles,
and interpretations of the two texts under consideration. This report provided the different
presuppositions and hermeneutical principles at the genesis of their understanding of the
texts.
The fifth chapter proposed a brief exegetical study of Exod 15-22 and Josh 2:1-7
and critically analyzed the presuppositions and hermeneutical principles that were at the
genesis of their interpretation of the texts. The assessment focused on internal
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consistency and consistency with the biblical material. Their divergent views were more
and more apparent and evident. While for Geisler, a lie would be morally justifiable when
human life is at stake, for Kaiser this was not the case. Naturally, this led to the question
of why two scholars with a shared theological heritage would arrive at different
conclusions while considering the same biblical texts.
In light of the preceding synopsis, the following remarks provide the conclusion
and summary of this research.
1. Scriptures confirm that God is a being of integrity and, admitedly, he is
immutable, truthful, trustworthy, holy, and merciful. The Bible portrays Him as the God
of truth in whom there is no lie.
2. Both Kaiser and Geisler agree that the Bible is the authoritative word of God
and is the standard by which all are evaluated. God is the author of an inerrant Scripture.
The nature of God, the authority of Scripture, and, by implication, the authority of God
would be questioned if someone accused Him of using deceit or dubious actions to
accomplish His will. For Kaiser as well as Geisler, the God of the Bible is pure, holy,
perfect, and unchangeable.
3. For both scholars, God is not a liar. They both acknowledge that Scripture
rejects lying in all forms. As I have suggested in my critical analysis, their differences in
thought and conflicting hermeneutical principles provide the genesis of their divergent
conclusions. Kaiser believes that lying to save life is morally wrong, while Geisler
contends that deceits are morally justifiable, especially when human life is at stake.
Although not exhaustive, below are briefly outlined some of the major principles deemed
to have led both scholars to their respective conclusions.
4. Although these principles were already stated above, it is important to note
that their application of these principles to the two texts certainly contributed to the
divergent conclusions of Geisler and Kaiser. I begin with Kaiser.
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a. “The lack of direct condemnation of the midwives and Rahab does not
mean commendation.”1
b. “The Bible is to be interpreted with the same rules as applying to other
books.”2
c. “Negative moral principles include affirmatives and affirmatives
include negatives, so that when any sin is forbidden, the opposite duty is
urged upon us and when any duty is encouraged, its opposite sin is
forbidden.”3
d. “The Old Testament moral statements were meant to be applied to a
universal class of peoples, tribes, and conditions.”4
e. “The commands of the Old Testament are prescriptive and make
demands and claims upon their readers because all mortals are made in the
same image of God.”5
f. “The Bible is not a potpourri of disconnected reading . . . but rather
does exhibit strong connections and connectors with all of his parts.”6
g. “The Ten Commandments are the expression of the character of God
from which hermeneutical principles take root.”7
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h. “Reporting or narrating an event in Scripture is not to be equated with
approving, recommending, or making that action or characteristic
normative for emulation by all subsequent readers.”8
For Geisler, several principles account for his understanding and conclusions
when applied to the texts under consideration.
a. “One is not guilty for breaking a lower norm, but has exemption from
it in view of the overriding duty to the higher norm.”9
b. “No guilt is imputed to us for the unavoidable; for God does not hold
the individual responsible for personally unavoidable moral conflicts,
providing they keep the higher law.”10
c. “Lying to save life is morally justifiable when human life is at
stake.”11
d. Lack of condemnation means commendation.12
e. “One is not obligated or held accountable for breaking the lower
command when human life is at stake.”13
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5. Therefore, the evidence of this research shows clearly that Kaiser’s
understanding of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7—at least in its conclusions that both the
midwives and Rahab were not blessed because of their lies—seems compatible with the
biblical understanding of the same texts—as evidenced in the brief exegetical analysis
provided earlier in chapter 5 of this dissertation. The Bible is replete with biblical texts
that reject lying as hateful to God as evidenced throughout this study. The Bible claims
that God does not lie,14 nor approve of lying.15 Accordingly, Exod 1:15-22, Josh 2:1-7,
Heb 11, and Jas 2:25 do not claim that Rahab or the midwives were commended for their
lies, but rather for their faith.16 Walter Kaiser’s rejection of lying is further expressed as
he queries, “Does God approve of dubious actions to accomplish his will in certain
perilous situations? Can strong faith go hand in hand with the employment of methods
which are alien to the integrity of God’s character and word?”17 Contra Geisler, he
further states, “We cannot say that protecting innocent lives is a greater good than the
demand always to tell the truth. . . . To do so would pit part of God’s nature against other
parts of his nature.”18
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In light of the previous observations, we can safely conclude that the overall
biblical principle to reject lying in any form is akin to Kaiser’s understanding and
treatment of the issue of lying in order to save life implied in the two texts. Kaiser’s
principle may apply here as well. Agreeing with Kaiser’s understanding of Exod 1:15-21
and Josh 2:1-7 need not imply that we endorse all of his hermeneutical principles. In the
assessment section, some of his conflicting hermeneutical principles have been noted.
6. Unlike Kaiser, it has also become evident that Geisler’s understanding of
Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 addressing the ethical issue of lying to save life is quite
incompatible with the biblical understanding or treatment of the issue of lying in general
and to save life in particular. Geisler’s argument that “lying may be morally justifiable” is
based partly on his ethical principles mentioned above as guidelines for decision-making.
However, he rejects the view that such a lie can never be justified by an appeal to God
who is truth. Such justification of a lie, he argues, is an act of mercy. While this seems
consistent with Geisler’s graded absolutism, it is, however, inconsistent with the biblical
prohibition against lying in any form. God is both merciful and truthful. Consequently,
Geisler’s submission that lying to save life is akin to being merciful is biblically
unwarranted; for both mercy and truth are rooted in the character of God and are not
mutually exclusive. Among those who do not share Geisler’s opinion that lying to save
life is biblically unwarranted are Roland W. Pack and William F. Luck.
For Roland W. Pack, Geisler’s ethical system has been evaluated and considered
as an unacceptable method for ethics because it is individualistic, naturalistic, humanistic,
situational, relativistic, utilitarian, and antinomanian.19 Accordingly, William Luck
concluded that Geisler’s ethical system is incoherent, inconsistent, self-contradictory, and
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Pack says that it entails a contextual or situational approach to ethics. See Pack, “Examination,"
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unscriptural.20 Furthermore, he argues that “Geisler’s method shows a failure to avoid
situationism.”21 Hierarchicalism is a confused conglomeration of several different
methodologies, all pulling against each other but held together by the misuse of terms.22
This assessment is not alien to Geisler’s own beliefs as he states, “An act changes its
moral value from evil to good when used for a good purpose.”23 Although lying is
morally justifiable within Geisler’s system, it is incompatible with the biblical teaching
on lying.
7. If according to Geisler lying in order to save life is morally justifiable, it
would be akin to the situation ethics advocated by Joseph Fletcher promoting “the ethics
of love” in which “the end always justifies the means.”24 As Geisler acknowledges, “Real
moral conflicts exist and as a result, higher laws must take precedence over lower ones.”
Therefore, according to Geisler, “one can guiltlessly ignore lower law.” By so doing,
Geisler creates a dichotomy in the law of God and by extension creates a disjunction with
God Himself as he rightly points out, “Either a person accepts the authority of Scripture
or he must impugn the integrity of the Son of God.”25 Geisler’s understanding of the
morality of lying to save life does indeed “impugn” the character of God and His
integrity.
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The following statements reveal the causes of Kaiser’s and Geisler’s divergent
interpretations of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7. As these scholars address the moral issue
of lying to save life, their differing hermeneutical principles lead them to dissimilar
conclusions. It is therefore evident that their divergent set of hermeneutical principles
could only yield divergent interpretations. Despite the few conflicting ones mentioned
above, Kaiser’s hermeneutical principles would tend to promote the biblical view of the
integrity of God and the Scriptural teaching on lying. On the contrary, Geisler’s
hermeneutical principles undermine the morality of the Bible and God Himself. Although
Geisler claims to uphold the authority of Scripture, his view that God condones lying
when human life is at stake is clearly inconsistent with the biblical teaching on lying and
creates a disjunction within the nature of God.
Finally, this study posits that God is a being of integrity in whom there is no lie.
He, consequently, does not use deceit to achieve His purpose. Accordingly, any attempt
to use dishonesty or deceit to achieve one’s purpose is biblically unwarranted. Kaiser’s
and Geisler’s different interpretations of Exod 1:15-22 and Josh 2:1-7 provide just
another example of how hermeneutical principles that are alien to Scripture could project
a different view of God and morality.
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